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Dedication 


For all the Nate, Ryan and Rio fans, | hope I’ve succeeded in 
giving you another taste of this incredible threesome. 
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Chapter One 


“Merry Christmas,” Rio said, finishing a glass of spiked 
eggnog. “I think l'Il have another. Anyone else want one?” 
he asked. 


Looking around the empty living room, he sighed. Christmas 
wrapping paper decorated the floor while three distinct piles 
of gifts sat around the tree. “What a mess.” Rio stood and 
carried his glass to the kitchen. How was it possible that a 
man with two partners could find himself alone at 
Christmas? “This sucks,” he mumbled, opening the bottle of 
bourbon. Tipping some of the contents into his empty glass, 
Rio was tempted to just fill the sucker up and drink his way 
through Christmas, but he’d promised Moby he’d be at 
Sean’s surprise party. He’d have to settle for two fingers of 
bourbon and a few more hours of his own private pity party. 


Before heading back to the living room, Rio grabbed a 
garbage bag. Standing over the mess left after his partners 
had unwrapped their gifts and taken off, he sneered. “Of 
course, by all means, go on, I'll clean it up.” 


He set the empty glass down and started to pick up the 
wadded balls of paper, stuffing each one into the sack with 
more force than necessary. He’d replayed the morning over 
in his head more than once and still couldn’t make sense of 
it. 


Rio groaned and took another lick of the big candy cane 
he’d used to fuck Nate with just a few minutes before. 


“Mmm,” give me a taste of that,” Ryan said, crawling naked 
towards Rio. 


Rio smacked Ryan’s hands. “Get your own.” 
Ryan rolled to his back and eyed the tree. 


“Don’t even think about it,” Nate warned. “As it is l’m gonna 
have to take a shower before I leave.” 


Rio sat bolt upright. “Leave? Where the hell are you going? 
We still have six hours before Sean’s party. And I plan to get 
a hell of a lot more fuckin’ in before then.” Nate slowly rose 
to his feet, stretching out the kinks from their earlier round 
of Christmas morning sex. “I’ve got exactly one week to 
finish next year’s budget plan and get it okayed by the city 
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council.” Nate shrugged and popped his neck. “Since we're 
not doing much until this evening and Ryan’s working 
anyway, | thought I’d take advantage of the opportunity to 
get some more work done.” Rio held up his hands. “Wait. 
Wait. You’re both working today?” He looked from Nate to 
Ryan. 


“Why didn’t | know this? | bought stuff to make a big 
brunch.” Ryan reached for Rio, but Rio wanted none of it. 
“Answer me, dammit!” 


“I’m sorry. | thought you knew. Remember how I got drunk 
at the department Christmas party?” 


“How could I forget? You puked all over the outside of my 
truck.” 


“At least | made sure to toss my cookies out the window,” 
Ryan tried to argue. “Besides, it’s your fault for making me 
drink those chocolate and peppermint concoctions you were 
passing out like candy.” 


“You’re damn near forty. Take some responsibility for 
yourself. And what does that have to do with you working on 
Christmas Day?” 


“Well, the deputies cornered me about the schedule for the 
holidays. They all wanted to argue the reasons why they 
should be allowed Christmas morning off. With my mind 
buzzing from the alcohol, | told them to spend it with their 
families, that I'd take the morning shift.” Rio groaned. “You 
didn’t.” 


“Yeah, | kinda did.” 
“But what about your family? Don’t we count?” Rio asked. 


“Sure you do.” Ryan pounced on top of Rio. “Which is why | 
woke us up early enough to get our special fuck in.” 


Rio tried to tamp down the hurt he felt. It wasn’t that Ryan 
called their love making fucks, because that was the way 
Ryan talked. It was... “I thought you woke us up early 
because you couldn’t wait to start the day with us.” 


Ryan ground his awakening cock against Rio. “Let me make 
it up to you?” Although they were roughly the same height, 
Rio was much stronger than Ryan. He used his strength to 
push Ryan off him. Rio rolled away and stood. “You know, 
sex doesn’t fix everything.” Before Ryan could try to argue 
otherwise, Rio left the room. Maybe the horses would be 
happy to see him. 


“Fuck!” Rio spat, picking up the last of the paper. His eye 
caught the candy cane which had been tossed aside. He 
pulled it out of the carpet fibres and winced at the pink stain 
left behind. “Kinda like me today, huh?” 
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x k OK OX 


Ryan stood in the doorway of Nate’s office. “You're going to 
give Rio a coronary if you don’t get your ass in gear.” 


Nate glanced up from the computer. “Yeah well, if | don’t get 
this budget done, no one in the city will get a pay rise next 
year.” 


Although Ryan was proud of Nate’s growth as mayor, he 
sometimes worried his partner was taking on too much. “It 
can wait until tomorrow. Sean’s party’s in an hour, and we 
still need to get home and change.” 


Nate started to run his hands through his hair but stopped 
himself. Ryan couldn’t help but grin. Vain bastard. 


“There isn’t enough money for everything. Employees need 
rises to keep them happy, but how happy will they be if | 
have to increase their insurance premiums in order to give 
them that raise?” Nate let out a dramatic sigh. “It’s like 
robbing Peter to pay Paul.” 


“I hear ya.” Ryan gestured behind him. “Come on. You can 
worry about it tomorrow.” Nate eventually tapped a few 


keys and powered down his computer. “Budgets suck.” He 
grabbed his coat and shrugged into it. 


“That they do,” Ryan agreed, leading the way out of the 
office. He waited while Nate armed the security system and 
locked the doors before heading down the steps to his 
waiting SUV. 


“You kept it running this whole time?” Nate asked, getting 
in. 


Ryan waited until he was behind the wheel and buckled up. 
“| figured you'd bitch if you had to get in a cold vehicle.” 


“Yeah, well, normally | would, but with every gallon of gas 
costing the city money, I’d rather you turned it off when 
you’re not in it.” It was on the tip of Ryan’s tongue to argue, 
but he understood Nate’s position. “I'll talk to the deputies.” 


Nate reached across the seats and put his hand on Ryan’s 
thigh. “Thanks. | know I’m being a pain in the ass, but it 
doesn’t matter what I’m doing lately, | seem to always be 
looking for ways to save money. Like the streetlights. Do we 
really need them on from three to six in the morning? Bars 
close at two. An hour should be plenty of time to get people 
home safely.” 
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Ryan couldn’t help but chuckle. Nate had always been a free 
spender. He spent more on socks than Ryan did on jeans. 
Although it was annoying at times, it was also nice to see 
Nate waking up to what things really cost. 


Ryan glanced towards Nate. “You know there’s a way to 
make a chunk of cash, right?” Nate shook his head and 
crossed his arms. “I’m not going to relive every event of 
that day again just so people all over the world can pick 
apart my actions.” Unlike many news stories, interest in the 
grandstand collapse hadn’t faded from people’s minds. Ryan 
wasn’t positive, but he believed it had a lot to do with the 
townspeople’s refusal to talk to the media about it. All the 
world knew was that a tragedy had occurred in a private 
community full of gays and lesbians. 


For over a year Nate had been shooting down offers. Some 
of the biggest film studios in the country wanted the rights 
to not only the details of the day’s events but permission to 
film in Cattle Valley. 


“No,” Nate said from out of the blue. “I refuse to put this 
town through that again just to make money. l'Il figure 
something else out.” 


Ryan slowed the SUV and reached out to pull Nate in for a 
kiss. He swept his tongue in deep and did that little wiggle 
thing at the back of Nate’s throat that Ryan knew turned his 
partner on. Pulling back, he grinned. “I love you.” Nate’s 
hand wandered to Ryan’s cock and squeezed. “Love you, 
too. Promise me you won't bring that shit up again. Every 
time | think about it my stomach starts to hurt.” Nate gave a 
whole-body shiver. “Fucking vultures.” 


x k OK OX 


“We're gonna be late,” Rio grumbled from behind the wheel. 
“What’s the point of a surprise party if we’re not there to do 
the surprising?” 


“Would you just relax? We've still got twenty minutes before 
Sean’s supposed to be there.” Nate continued to knead 


Rio’s thigh. “Did | tell you how hot you look in those new 
clothes | bought you?” 


Rio grunted. He was pissed off, and Nate’s compliments 
weren’t going to get either of his men out of the doghouse 
just yet. He pulled the truck up behind The Canoe and 
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off the engine. “The pants are too tight,” he finally 
grumbled, dropping the keys into his coat pocket. 


“Bullshit,” Ryan piped up. “You look damn sexy and you 
know it. So stop fishing.” Well I wonder what kind of mood 
you'd be in, Mr. Sheriff, if you'd had to spend the majority of 
the day cleaning the house. You selfish asshole. Rio 
continued to berate his men under his breath as he jumped 
out of the truck and went inside without waiting for them. 


The second Ryan and Nate walked through the door, Ryan 
grabbed Rio’s arm and pulled him to the side. “I’m sorry 
Nate and | had to work today, but get the fuck over it, will 
ya? You’re going to ruin not only Sean’s party but what’s left 
of Christmas. Hell, if you have to, be pissed tomorrow, but 
let’s enjoy the rest of the day, okay?” Rio had no problem 
being pissed tomorrow. He had a good idea he’d be pissed 
for at least a week. He felt Nate’s hands on his back and 
glanced over his shoulder. Damn those big brown eyes. 
“Fine,” he eventually agreed. “But the two of you have a lot 
of making up to do. 


And we seriously need to sit down and talk about what’s 
happening with us lately.” Nate looked surprised. “What’s 
happening? You’re not throwing up again, are you?” 


“No.” Rio bit the inside of his cheek. It wasn’t a total lie. 
There had been a few times over the past year and a half 
that he’d let the stress of holding his family together get to 
him, but seeing Dr. Pritchard had helped a lot. 


Nate wrapped his arms around Rio from behind as Ryan 
pressed himself against Rio’s chest. Ryan gave Rio a quick 
grope before stepping back. “I can think of a few ways we 
can make it up to you.” 


Rio rolled his eyes. “Why does everything have to go back 
to sex with you? Ya know, you used to actually talk to me 
before fucking me. Now you barely have time to say ‘hi’ and 


‘bye’ between fucks.” 


Ryan’s jaw clenched. “I haven’t heard you complaining 
much.” Ryan was right, Rio hadn’t complained. Maybe it had 
something to do with being starved for attention. When he 
finally did get it, he was so grateful that he didn’t want to 
rock the boat. He glanced towards the private room at the 
back of the restaurant. “Now’s not the time or place to talk. 
Later.” 


x k OK x 
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Ryan doubted he’d ever seen so much joy in one man’s face 
as at the moment Sean stepped through the door and 
everyone shouted, “Happy Birthday.” It had served as a 
good reminder of just how much the little things one partner 
did for another really meant. 


He glanced across the room to where Rio was talking with 
Sean and Moby. Rio’s posture clued Ryan in on how 
comfortable Rio was with the two men. How long had it 
been since he’d seen Rio so at ease? Like Rio had reminded 
him earlier, it wasn’t always about sex. 


It had been a big slap-upside-the-head moment for Ryan. 


Working his way through the crowd of friends, Ryan found 
Nate. “Can | steal him fora moment?” he asked Jay. 


“Sure. | need to go to the kitchen for more food anyway.” Jay 
disappeared, leaving Ryan alone to talk to Nate. 


“What're we gonna do about Rio?” 


“What do you mean?” Nate asked, comfortably slipping a 
hand into Ryan’s back pocket. 


“Don’t play dumb. We both know he was right earlier. We 
both get so damn busy with our jobs we don’t spend as 
much time at home anymore.” Nate bit his bottom lip and 
looked towards Rio. “You think he’s really pissed this time?” 


“Does it matter? The fact is he’s right. We’re just so used to 
him blowing off steam and then forgiving us the next day 
that we never take the time to actually listen to what he’s 
saying.” Ryan tapped Nate’s nose. “Don’t deny it. We do 
that and you know it.” 


“So, what? Am | supposed to ignore the people that depend 
on me to run this town just because my partner’s feeling 
unappreciated?” 


Staring down at Nate, Ryan gave an inward groan. Why 
hadn’t he seen it? The answer jumped up and smacked him 
in the face. They were both guilty of putting everything and 


everyone else ahead of each other. It had slowly become 
the routine after the collapse. At first it had been the 
process of rebuilding, and then the healing had finally 
begun. 


His thoughts were still rambling when he noticed Rio 
reaching for his phone. Dark eyebrows drew together as Rio 
said something to Moby and Sean before walking out of the 
room, the phone held to his ear. 


Ryan guessed it had to be one of Rio’s friends calling to wish 
him a merry Christmas. 


Nate gave Ryan a hug and gestured towards the kitchen. 
“I'll go see if Jay needs any help.” GHOST FROM THE PAST 
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“Erico’s in there. You sure it’s safe?” Ryan said around a 
chuckle. 


Nate’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, | hope not.” The words were barely 
out of his mouth before he took off. 


Ryan shook his head. “Pervert,” he mumbled, while at the 
same time wondering if he could also be of some help in the 
kitchen. Normally he’d ask Rio to join him in surprising their 
voyeuristic partner, but with their current predicament, 
Ryan figured it would be better to find Nate on his own. 


As luck would have it, he found Nate actually helping in the 
kitchen. “Wait. | need a picture of this.” 


“Fuck off,” Nate said, transferring hot hors d’oeuvres to a 
serving platter. 


Ryan laughed and winked at Jay. “You'll have to share your 
secret with me. | haven’t seen Nate in a kitchen actually 
working for quite a while.” The door swung open and Sean 
dashed in. “I think the two of you need to check on Rio.” 


The worry in Sean’s expression scared the shit out of Ryan. 
“What’s happened?” Sean shook his head. “Not sure. He got 
a phone call and disappeared. | just saw him sitting at the 
bar in some kind of locked stare or something. | tried to talk 
to him but he didn’t even acknowledge me.” 


“Fuck!” Ryan spat, taking a shortcut through another door to 
the bar, with Nate right on his heels. 


Rio’s naturally bronzed skin had gone as white as a sheet. 


“What’s happened?” Ryan asked, sliding onto the barstool 
next to Rio. 


Rio’s mouth opened and closed several times before he 
spoke. “Chet called.” Chet? How did Chet get Rio’s number? 
He works for the CIA, dipshit. “What did he want?” 


When Rio didn’t answer right away, Ryan’s stomach began 
to cramp. He knew no good could’ve come from the 
conversation between Chet and Rio. Chet had been with 
them in Africa almost ten years earlier, and to his 
knowledge hadn’t contacted either him or Rio since their 
failed mission. 


Ryan put a hand on Rio’s back, trying to comfort his partner. 
“What did Chet want?” he asked again. 


“To tell me Ghost is alive and wants to see me.” GHOST 
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Ryan felt like the air had been knocked from his body. Every 
nightmare Rio had ever had about those months in the 
jungles of Africa revolved around Lionel ’Ghost’ Zimmerman. 


“That’s not possible and we both know it. Fuck! I’m gonna 
track Chet down and kill that motherfucker for doing this to 
you.” 


Rio shook his head slowly before turning to stare directly 
into Ryan’s eyes. “He wasn’t lying. Ghost gave him a 
message to give to me.” 


“Yeah, what was that?” Ryan still didn’t want to believe 
Ghost was alive, not after everything Rio had gone through. 
Hell, not after he’d been the one to tell Rio his lover had 
been killed. 


“That Ghost wants me to meet him under the apple tree.” 


“What the hell does that mean? And who is this Ghost 
person?” Nate asked, evidently tired of letting Ryan handle 
the situation. 


Ryan gave Nate a look that hopefully would stop further 
questions. “We'll talk later.” 


“Fuck that. We’ll talk now,” Nate pounded a fist on the bar. 
“Who's Ghost?” 


“The man | was supposed to spend forever with,” Rio said 
without any emotion whatsoever. 


Nate’s eyes went wide, and for the first time in their 
relationship Ryan truly wanted to strangle Nate for his 
nosiness. 


“What does that message mean?” Ryan asked. 


Rio finally met Ryan’s gaze. “One of the places we used to 
hide out after a mission had an apple tree in the backyard.” 


“The one in Kansas?” Ryan asked. He’d never been to any of 
Ghost’s hidey-holes but he’d heard Rio talk about his short 
time living in Kansas. 


“No. It was a little farmhouse in Spain, just outside Pademe. 
Ghost used to call it our special place. He carved our initials 
in the tree so we'd always be there.” 


“Who else could have known about the apple tree?” Ryan 
asked. There had to be another explanation. Please, God, 
there had to be. 


“No one. You knew Ghost, everything was always kept ona 
need-to-know basis, even our personal life.” 


“So why now? If he really is alive, why wait for almost ten 
years to contact you?” Rio shrugged. “Chet just said that 
Ghost had been rescued and wanted to see me. He said for 
me to meet Ghost under the apple tree.” GHOST FROM THE 
PAST 
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“Well you’re not going,” Ryan said. “There’s something 
happening here that doesn’t sound right.” 


Rio stood. With his hands still on the bar, he turned to look 
at Nate and Ryan. “I’m going. We both know | have to.” 


“Then we'll go with you,” Nate said. 


Rio turned and cupped Nate’s cheek. “You can’t. This is 
something | have to do on my own.” Rio studied Ryan for 
several seconds. “You have to understand how important 
this is to me.” 


What if Ghost...? “I don’t like it.” 


“I know,” Rio answered. He took several steps away from 
the bar. “lIl go tell Sean we have to leave.” 


“Why do we have to leave? Surely you’re not planning to 
leave tonight? It’s Christmas,” Nate reminded Rio. 


Rio let out a snort. “Oh, now you care that it’s Christmas. 
That’s rich.” Rio walked off shaking his head, and Ryan was 
left to explain what the fuck had just happened, and the 
seriousness of Rio’s trip back to Spain. 


As soon as Rio had left the room, Nate turned on Ryan. 
“Who the hell is Ghost?” Ryan took a deep breath. “Well, if 
he’s really alive, then | have to honestly say he’s the only 
man on the planet with the ability to take Rio away from 
us.” Simply saying the words made Ryan want to throw up, 
but it was the God’s honest truth. He’d loved Rio for almost 
a full year before Ghost’s capture in the Congo and never 
once in that time had Rio ever looked at Ryan as anything 
but a friend. 


“We have to talk to Rio. Tell him we don’t want him to go,” 
Nate said, pulling on Ryan’s arm. 


Ryan swallowed around the lump in his throat. “We can’t do 
that. Rio was right. If Ghost is alive, he needs to see him. 
Otherwise you and | will be looking over our shoulders for 
the rest of our lives waiting for him to show up.” GHOST 
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Chapter Two 


Rio took a last sip of his coffee and handed the empty cup 
to the steward who had been eyeing him since they’d left 
New York. Rio returned his attention to the window of the 

plane. 


They were somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean, exactly 
where, he didn’t give a shit. His thoughts were too busy 
going over the events of that day ten years earlier. 


March 23, 2001 


The heat in the tent was oppressive, prompting Rio to strip 
the moment he entered. 


He’d spent the previous eight hours on watch and wanted 
nothing more than to spend the next eight with the man he 
loved, naked and fucking. 


The makeshift bed felt like the finest mattress after a night 
spent up a tree. Rio groaned and stretched. Outside activity 
was in high gear. Their camp was disguised as a medical 
outpost complete with a trained doctor and several nurses. 
Victims of the regional conflict passed through the camp on 
a daily basis. It was good for the people and good cover for 
the small group of mercenaries working for the CIA to gather 
intel. 


The tent flap opened and Ghost stepped inside. “Jesus, it’s 
hot in here.” Rio ran a hand over his sweaty chest and down 
to his awakening cock. “I’m hoping it’ll get even hotter.” 


Ghost’s nostrils flared as he walked to the bed and stood 
over Rio. Although at five-foot seven Ghost was a small 


man, he carried himself with such confidence few ever tried 
to challenge him. Those that did rarely lived to do it again. 
Ghost’s size and agility made it easy for him to slip in and 
out of enemy camps. He truly was the best weapon the CIA 
had, and he knew it. 


Rio slid his thumb over the head of his cock and gathered a 
large drop of pre cum before holding it up for Ghost to 
sample. “Wanna taste?” Ghost’s mouth opened and sucked 
Rio’s thumb inside. He continued to suck long after he’d 
washed Rio’s thumb clean. Reaching down, Ghost ran his 
fingers over Rio’s balls before walking them up the length of 
Rio’s cock. “There’s something | have to do, but will you 
save this for me?” 
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Rio spread his legs further apart, asking without words for 
what he wanted. 


Ghost chuckled as his fingers entered Rio’s hole. “You really 
are too tempting for your own good.” 


“Only for you,” Rio said around a moan. 


The pager clipped to Ghost’s belt began to vibrate. Rio knew 
all too well what it meant. 


“You're leaving me.” 


Ghost slid another finger deep into Rio’s hole. “Just for the 
day. One of the rebel camps just acquired a rather large 


stockpile of explosives. | don’t need to tell you the damage 
they can do with that kind of power.” 


Rio shook his head. It was hard to concentrate while being 
fingered by the one man he respected and loved above all 
others. Ghost had taken Rio under his wing, so to speak, 
right after Rio’s twenty-sixth birthday. Rio had been ina 
shitload of trouble with the Marine Corps because he’d 
mouthed off to yet another officer. Like an angel, Ghost had 
swooped in, pulled some strings and convinced Rio to come 
and work for him as a highly trained, well paid mercenary 
for hire. 


Rio’s first reaction had been one of doubt. Weren’t 
mercenaries seedy? It wasn’t until Ghost had explained that 
most of the work he did was on behalf of the United States 
government that Rio had become really interested. It had 
been the chance to fight for his country while at the same 
time being free enough to explore his sexual nature that 
eventually won him over. 


Staring up at Ghost, Rio began jacking himself off. “What’re 
you going to do?” 


“Blow the fuck out of the place with their own explosives,” 
Ghost answered in a matter-of-fact tone. 


Rio cringed. Explosives scared the shit out of him. Handling 
them might come as second nature to Ghost, but there was 
always that element of danger that made it impossible for 
Rio to sleep when his lover was away. “l'Il go with you.” 
Ghost shook his head and prodded Rio’s prostate with his 
finger. “I’m taking Ryan and Chet as backup.” 


Chet was a company man working directly for the CIA. He’d 
come to the jungle two days earlier and now Rio knew why. 
“Why Ryan?” 


“Because he’s the best sharp-shooter we have. He'll be 
watching my back while Chet relays what’s going on to his 
Superiors.” 
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Rio’s erection wilted in his hand. He pushed Ghost’s hand 
away from his ass and sat up. “You’re going into their camp 
alone?” 


Ghost nodded. “It’s the safest way.” 


Rio shook his head. “Please let me go with you.” Ghost sat 
on the bed. “No.” He cupped Rio’s face in his hands. “I need 
to know you're here, safe in our bed, waiting for me to come 
back.” Opening his mouth, Rio accepted Ghost’s deep kiss. 
With each swipe of Ghost’s tongue, Rio’s worry ratcheted 
upwards. There was something about this particular mission 
that Ghost wasn’t telling him. Rio wanted nothing more than 
to beg Ghost to stay, to tell the CIA to go fuck themselves, 
but he knew better. Ghost’s reputation for getting the tough 
jobs done meant everything to him. 


“When are you leaving?” Rio asked when Ghost broke the 
kiss. 


“As soon as | can pull myself away from you.” Ghost jerked 
his head towards the tent flap. “Ryan and Chet are waiting 
outside.” 


Not only was Ghost running off to risk his own life, but he 
was taking Rio’s best friend, outside of Ghost, with him. 
“Can | talk to Ryan before you leave?” Ghost took a step 


back and pulled Rio to his feet. “Sure.” He tossed Rio a pair 
of sweat-dampened underwear. “Why’re you so nervous all 
of a sudden? You never doubt my ability to come back 
safely.” 


“You’re wrong,” Rio admitted. “I always worry that you won’t 
come back to me. Guess I’m just not good at hiding it 
today.” 


Ghost wrapped his arms around Rio and brushed his cheek 
against Rio’s collarbone. 


“Do you have any idea how much | love you?” 


Rio kissed the top of Ghost’s head, feeling the military-short, 
brown hair against his lips. “Not nearly as much as | love 
you.” 


When Ghost looked up at Rio it was with eyes filled with 
tears. “You’re so wrong about that. | would die for you 
before | would ever do anything to make you unhappy.” 


“Stop it.” Rio shook his head. “No talk of dying. | won’t have 
it.” Ghost bit the base of Rio’s neck hard enough to leave 
dental impressions in the skin. “I have to go. l'Il send Ryan 
in, but you’ll only have a few minutes while | gather my gear 
from the supply tent.” 
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Rio released the man he loved and watched him depart. A 
brief moment later, Ryan walked in with a puzzled 
expression on his face. 


“You wanted to see me?” 


Rio’s gaze immediately went to the large white bandage just 
visible under Ryan’s short sleeved shirt. “Please tell me you 

didn’t get another tattoo?” Ryan had the good grace to look 

guilty. “I found this incredible artist when I went to pick Chet 
up from the airport.” 


“If you don’t watch it, you’re going to end up with some kind 
of disgusting disease that makes your dick fall off,” Rio told 
his friend. 


Covering his cock, Ryan shook his head. “No tats there yet. 
l'm saving that area for someone special.” 


Rio had only seen Ryan naked on two occasions, both while 
they were on assignment. 


He tried to push the image of a tattoo inked into the hairless 
Skin above Ryan’s cock out of his mind. Their time was short 
and there was something he needed to ask his friend. 


“I need you to do something for me.” 
“Anything,” Ryan readily agreed. 


“Keep your eyes open and your finger on the trigger.” Rio 
reached out and squeezed Ryan’s shoulder. “Make sure he 
comes back to me in one piece.” 


“Of course | will. Why do you think I accepted the 
assignment in the first place? | know what Ghost means to 
you. Hell, everyone does. | just happen to be one of the few 
who it doesn’t bother.” 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rio asked. 


Ryan shrugged and broke eye contact. “Nothing really. Chet 
just said something about Ghost being off his game ever 
since he recruited you. Between you and me, | don’t think 
Chet approves of the two of you being together.” It was one 
more reason for Rio to worry about Ghost disappearing into 
the jungle with Chet. “Keep a close eye on him. | don’t trust 
him.” 


“Neither do |.” 


Ghost stuck his head in through the flap. “We need to go.” 
Ryan glanced at Ghost and nodded. “Be right there.” Ghost 
stepped inside and crossed his arms. “Is there something 
going on between the two of you that | should be concerned 
with?” 


GHOST FROM THE PAST 
Carol Lynne 
18 


Rio snorted. “As if | could fall for a gorgeous Native 
American with an incredible body when | have a scrawny 
little Jew to love.” Rio slapped Ryan on the back. “l'Il see 
you in the morning.” 


Ryan left the tent without looking either man in the eye. 
Ghost must’ve noticed. His brows rose as he swung his 
attention back to Rio. “I think he’s sweet on you.” Rio 
walked several steps until he was pressed against Ghost. 
“You should be happy about that. It means | have another 
person watching my back.” Ghost gave Rio another hard, 
deep kiss. “Keep the bed warm for me.” 


“No problem in this heat.” Rio watched as the man he loved 
left, heading for an unidentified destination full of men who 


wanted nothing more than to kill him. 


His thoughts swung to Ryan as he pushed down his 
underwear and climbed into his rack. Yeah, he knew Ryan 
loved him, but Rio had never given Ryan an indication that 
love would ever be returned. Rio was a one-man kind of guy 
and he already had the man he wanted and needed. 


x k OK x 


Even within their isolated camp, news of a giant explosion 
began to filter in. Rio’s fingernails had been bitten to the 
nub by the time Ryan returned. The first thing Rio noticed 
was that his friend was alone. 


When Ryan spotted Rio, tears sprang to his eyes. 


No! Rio marched straight to his tent. There was an unspoken 
rule never to leave another man behind alive. If Ghost 
hadn’t returned with Ryan it could mean only one thing. Rio 
collapsed on the dirt floor of the tent before he was able to 
make it to his rack. “No!” he screamed at the top of his 
lungs. 


He felt a hand on his back and jerked away. “Leave me 
alone.” 


“I can’t,” Ryan said. 


“I’m going to ask you a question and then | never want to 
talk about it again.” 


“O kay. ” 


“How?” 


“Something must’ve gone wrong. | had him in my scope 
when he entered the building where the explosives were 
Supposed to be housed.” Ryan swallowed. “I don’t know if it 
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a trap or if something just went wrong, but there was an 
explosion.” Ryan squeezed Rio’s shoulder. “Ghost never 
made it out.” 


Rio closed his eyes and willed himself not to throw up. “He 
went quick then,” he surmised. “It would’ve been the way 
he wanted it.” He was grasping for straws and he knew it. 
“And Chet?” 


Ryan shrugged. “He was supposed to position himself on the 
other side of the camp with binoculars, relaying to whoever 
he’s always talking to the exact coordinates of the building. 
After the explosion | went to the prearranged rendezvous 
point and he didn’t show.” 


Rio looked over his shoulder to meet Ryan’s gaze for the 
first time. “But you’re positive that Ghost...” 


Ryan nodded. “I’m sorry.” 


Anger like he’d never felt overwhelmed Rio. He began 
striking out at anything within reach, which put Ryan in his 
direct line of fire. Grabbing Ryan by the neck, he pushed 

him to the dirt and climbed on top of him as his fists met the 
bronzed skin of his friend in punch after punch. 


Ryan never lifted his arms to fight back. For several 
moments he allowed Rio to beat the shit out of him without 


saying a word. 


“You promised to bring him back!” Rio screamed. He landed 
one more blow before finally coming to his senses. He 
jumped off Ryan and retreated to the corner of the tent. 


Staring at the bleeding face of his best friend, Rio couldn’t 
believe what he’d just done. 


Eventually Ryan pushed himself into a seated position. “I’m 
sorry. | don’t know if it matters, but I think Ghost knew how 
dangerous the mission was.” 


“Of course he knew. All missions are dangerous,” Rio spat. 


Ryan shook his head and used the bottom of his shirt to 
wipe the blood out of his eyes. 


“Yeah, | Know, but this one was different.” 
“How so?” 


“Because he made me promise to take you back to the 
States if anything happened to him. He’s never done that 
before.” 


“Well fuck him, and fuck you. | don’t need a goddamn 
babysitter.” Rio kicked out at the small table beside the bed, 
sending bits of splintered wood flying. 
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x OK OK x 


Pulling a handkerchief from his back pocket, Rio wiped the 
sweat from his forehead as he stared out of the rental car’s 
windshield. He’d been forced to pull off the road to empty 
the contents of his stomach. And no matter how many times 
he told himself Ghost was waiting for him, Rio couldn’t make 
his hand turn the ignition key again. 


What could he possibly say to Ghost after so many years? 
How did he feel about the man he’d loved above all others 
so long ago? Rio tapped his forehead on the steering wheel. 


“Stop being such a bitch. You’ve come this far and risked 
too much to turn back now.” With a deep breath, Rio started 
the engine and pulled back onto the road, the message he’d 
received on his cell phone once he’d landed still replaying in 
his mind. 


“It’s Nate. Ryan told me what happened in the jungle. I’m so 
sorry | pushed you for answers earlier. | just wanted to 
remind you how much we love you, and that we'll be here if 
you need us for anything. Please come home to us. Please?” 
Rio swallowed around the lump in his throat. How long had it 
been since he’d heard his man’s voice sounding so unsure? 
Nate had become a force to be reckoned with in Cattle 
Valley, so where was this lost-sounding quality coming from? 


Pulling into the long, winding dirt path that made up the 
farm’s driveway, Rio couldn’t believe the changes that time 
had wrought. Although they had only spent brief visits at 
the farmhouse, Ghost had always made Sure the place was 
well cared for in their absence. 


Whoever owned the property now didn’t seem to give a shit 
that it looked like it was about to fall to the ground. 


Rio parked beside the house and got out. He was both 
anxious and terrified at the prospect of coming face to face 


with the Ghost from his past. “Hello?” he called, walking 
towards the back of the house. 


When he received no answer, Rio wondered if it was a trap. 

His pace slowed and he put his back against the side of the 

house before sneaking a look around the corner towards the 
back yard. 


The apple tree was a lot bigger than it had been ten years 
earlier. Evidently whoever owned the property didn’t care 
about pruning that, either. A shadowed figure sat in a chair 
under the tree. “Hello?” he called again. The shadowed man 
was the right size, but should Rio trust him just because he 
was scrawny like Ghost? 


GHOST FROM THE PAST 
Carol Lynne 
21 


“Here,” the figure said. The voice sounded raspy and weak, 
nothing like Ghost. 


Stepping around the corner, he was finally able to see the 
face of the man in the chair. 


The haunted eyes looking back at him brought back a rush 
of emotions. Rio’s feet couldn’t carry him fast enough as he 
crossed the distance to where Ghost sat. Dropping to his 
knees in front of his old love, Rio was struck mute. He 
fought to keep his hands off the man he’d mourned for so 
many years because he knew what one hug could lead to 
with a man like Ghost. 


A familiar hand touched Rio’s cheek. “You’re even more 
gorgeous than | remember,” Ghost said. 


Closing his eyes, Rio placed his hand over the top of Ghost’s 
and leant in to the touch. 


“How...?” 


“It’s a long story. Just let me look at you.” Ghost’s hand 
moved to touch Rio’s lips. “I can’t tell you how many 
dreams I’ve had of these lips wrapped around my cock.” Rio 
opened his eyes, surprised at the frankness of the 
statement. He opened his mouth to call Ghost on it when his 
ex-lover began to cough. Rio sat back on his heels while 
Ghost tried to get the coughing fit under control. It was 
obvious he was sick. 


“You should be in a hospital,” Rio said. 


Ghost shook his head. “A lifetime of too many cigarettes. 
They tried to put me in the hospital, but | couldn’t stand 
being confined. | checked myself out, and Chet brought me 
here.” 


“But you'll get better, right? | mean, your lung thing isn’t 
anything serious, is it?” Ghost shook his head. “lIl be fine. 
Just a nasty case of bronchitis.” Rio looked at the run-down 
house. “You still own this?” 


“Of course.” Ghost winced. “It could use some work, but | 
could never bring myself to take the chance of our tree 
being cut down.” 


Something about the statement bothered Rio. “Ghost? How 
long ago were you rescued?” 


Ghost broke eye contact. “Which time? It seems like I’ve 
spent more time in enemy camps over the last ten years 
then I’ve spent out of them. The most recent rescue was 
eight months ago.” 


“So you weren't held all this time in the jungle,” Rio 
surmised. 
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“No. But we can talk about that later. And it would be better 
for everyone if you called me Jack.” 


“Why?” Rio asked. 


“Because that’s my new name. Jackson Trent, to be 
precise.” Rio fell back on his ass and stared at Ghost. “When 
did that happen?” Ghost held out his hand. “Will you join me 
for lunch?” 


“No.” Rio shook his head and crossed his arms. Three 
minutes earlier he’d been ready to fall into the man’s arms, 
but just like on that day so long ago, Rio knew something 
wasn’t right. Ghost was once again holding out on him, and 
Rio would be damned if he’d sit by and let it happen again. 
“I’m not moving until you tell me what the hell is going on.” 
Ghost’s eyes scanned their surroundings. “I got out,” he 
finally said. 


“Yeah, that’s what Chet said on the phone. But you just 
admitted it wasn’t from the Congo.” 


“I meant | got out from under the Agency’s control. I’m once 
again a free man. That’s the reason for the name change. 
There are only a few people who know my true identity, and 
that’s the way it needs to stay.” 


Jackson Trent. Rio rolled the name around on his tongue for 
a few moments. “You don’t look much like a Jackson.” 


Jack smiled. It was the first time since he’d arrived that 
Ghost looked like his old self. 


“Sure beats the hell out of Lionel Zimmerman. Jack’s the 
kind of name people forget easily. 


Too common.” 


Rio nodded. Enough beating around the bush. He needed 
answers before he exploded. 


“You still haven’t told me how you survived the explosion 
and why you’ve waited ten fucking years to tell me.” 


He thought of the months spent trying to kill himself with 
whisky after Ghost’s death. It wasn’t until Ryan had stepped 
in and handcuffed him to the bed that he’d sobered up 
enough to deal with losing the one person he’d been sure he 
couldn’t live without. 


Remembering the way Ryan had taken care of him made Rio 
ache to call home. 


Ghost—Jack stood and started towards the house. “Come on 
in. l'II tell you over a sandwich.” 


“I'll be in shortly.” Rio pulled out his phone and called his 
anchor. 


“Hey. We were starting to worry about you,” Ryan answered. 
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Just hearing Ryan’s deep voice helped calm Rio’s nerves. 
“Sorry. Guess | just needed to see if he was really alive 
first.” 


“And | take it he is,” Ryan surmised. 


“Yeah.” Rio glanced towards the house. “Tell me you didn’t 
know.” 


“What? Have I ever lied to you?” 


“No, not that | know of, but then again, | thought | could say 
the same thing for Ghost.” 


“What’re you talking about?” 


“I don’t know yet, but I will. | think he’s a man of secrets.” 
Rio kicked a rock and watched it skip across the dirt. He 
took a deep breath. “I’m so confused, Ryan. | thought I’d 
worked through my feelings for him, but...” 


“But you thought he was dead,” Ryan reminded him. 
“Yeah.” 


“So how do you feel now that you know he’s not?” Rio 
searched inside himself but all he could think of were the 
secrets and lies. “I don’t know yet. First | need to 
understand why he’s been alive for ten years, and | didn’t 
know it.” 


“Would you do me a favour?” Ryan asked. 


“Sure.” 


“Call Nate later. He’s beside himself with worry.” Sadly, Rio 
knew both his men had cause to worry. Hell, Rio was 
worried. “I will after | get some answers.” 


“Okay,” Ryan agreed. 


Rio could tell by the sound of his partner’s voice that all was 
not settled between them, but what more could Rio say? “l 
love you. No matter what else happens, | really need you to 
remember that.” 


“| love you, too. Just remember who was there to pick up the 
pieces.” 


“I will. | owe you my life. Don’t you think | Know that?” How 
could he explain to Ryan that none of what he was going 
through had anything to do with his family back in 
Wyoming? In the end, Rio decided it was better to just keep 
his mouth shut. 


“I'll call you later,” he finally mumbled. 
“Call Nate,” Ryan reminded. 


“Yeah, okay.” Rio hung up and walked towards the house. He 
found Ghost sitting at the table, a spread of lunchmeat in 
front of him. Jack, Rio reminded himself. He doubted he’d 
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ever get used to the new name, but he believed Jack when 
he’d said it would be better for everyone. There was no 
doubt Lionel ‘Ghost’ Zimmerman had made his fair share of 


deadly enemies. He wondered how many Jack Trent had 
made, or would Rio be the first? 


Rio pulled out a chair across from Jack and sat down. “I can’t 
believe you still have this old table and chairs.” 


Jack shrugged and passed Rio four slices of bread on a 
plate. “There’s not a damn thing in this house that doesn’t 
hold memories for me.” He glanced up and met Rio’s gaze. 
“At this stage of my life, all I’ve got left are memories.” 


“Whose fault is that?” 


“Mine, | know that, but | need you to give me a chance to 
explain.” Rio broke eye contact and began to build two thick 
Sandwiches. “Okay. You talk, lII eat.” 


Jack took a bite of his sandwich. Rio knew it as the stall 
tactic it was but didn’t call him on it. After a drink of beer, 
he began, “I knew before Chet ever got to the jungle that | 
was about to be given an ultimatum.” 


“About?” 


“You. The reason they hired my services in the first place 
was because | was truly a ghost. | had no family, no friends 
and no ties to any one spot on this fucking planet. The 
agency liked it that way.” 


“But then you met me.” Rio couldn’t help but feel a spot of 
warmth in his chest. 


“Yeah.” Jack’s foot touched Rio’s ankle. “I was a goner from 
the moment I laid eyes on that gorgeous face of yours.” 


“Flatterer.” 


Jack grinned. “I fell hard and fast and the agency wasn’t 
sure what to do about it. | think at first they thought we’d 
burn ourselves out and that would be that, but it didn’t 
happen.” 


“No it didn’t,” Rio added, taking a bite of his sandwich. 


“When Chet arrived, he took me aside and told me he’d 
overheard something that he thought | needed to know. 
According to Chet, plans were being made to eliminate the 
problem they had with us.” 


“Eliminate. You mean they were going to kill me.” The news 
didn’t surprise Rio in the least. The CIA was made up of a 
bunch of cold-hearted bastards. 
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“Yes. It was Chet that gave me the opportunity to keep that 
from happening. He said it would be easier on you if you 
believed | was dead.” 


“He’s evidently never lost someone he loves because 
there’s nothing easy about it.” 


“I knew it would be hard on you, which was why | asked 
Ryan to look after you.” Did Jack know about his relationship 
with Ryan? 


“Yes,” Jack said, apparently reading Rio’s mind. “I know the 
two of you are together now.” 


Rio set his sandwich down. “We have a third, Nate. He’s 
been with us for about three and a half years.” 


“A ménage?” Jack looked shocked. 


Rio shrugged. He hated that word. “I associate a ménage 
with a sex party or something. 


What we have is love between three men. It’s not like we 
were looking for it, it just kind of happened.” 


Jack held his hands up. “Relax. | was just trying to picture 
you and Ryan playing with another man.” 


Rio shot out of his chair and pointed his finger at Jack. 
“Don’t even go there. | won’t have you belittle my men or 
my life.” 


“I wasn’t trying to. Trust me. | would never belittle what you 
have. | envy it.” Rio resumed his seat but pushed his plate 
towards the centre of the table. “Why now? 


After all these years, why show up to fuck with my head and 
my life?” Jack’s hands fisted. “Because I’m finally free of 
those assholes. Excuse me for believing you’d care.” 


“Yeah, | care. | would’ve cared a hell of a lot more if you’d 
told them to fuck off ten years ago.” Rio had had enough for 
one day. He needed time to process, something he couldn’t 
do until he got away from Jack. “Listen. I’ve heard what 
you've had to say, and now l'm going to drive back to the 
airport and go home to Wyoming.” 


“You're leaving? Just like that?” Jack asked, standing to stare 
at Rio. 


“I’m giving you notice. That’s more than you did for me ten 
years ago.” Rio turned and walked towards the door. “You 
obviously know my number. Call me in another ten years. 


Maybe you can tell me then that you never gave a shit 
about me in the first place.” GHOST FROM THE PAST 
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Rio left the house without a backwards glance. He wouldn’t 
be surprised if he threw up all the way to the airport. As he 
opened the car door, his breathing started coming in short 
pants. Fuck. 


“Stop!” Jack ordered. 


Rio froze. It was the first real glimpse of the man who used 
to be his lover. The smile earlier was nice, but Jack’s voice 
had the ability to stop Rio in his tracks. 


“| loved you enough to walk away in order to save your 
fucking life!” Jack screamed. 


“Do you think that shit was easy for me? Do you have any 
idea how many suicide missions | volunteered for after 
that?” Jack walked across the yard to stand on the opposite 
side of the car. With tears in his eyes, Jack leant against the 
hood of the car. “You are the only man l'Il ever be capable of 
loving because l'Il love you until the day | put a fucking 
bullet through my own goddamn head.” 


Rio pressed his hands against his eyes. There were too 
many thoughts and emotions trying to break free. He knew 
if he stayed, he’d end up doing or saying something he’d 
regret. “I need to go home. | need the grounding only Nate 


and Ryan can give me in order to process this. Please let me 
go.” 


Jack pushed away from the car with his hands held up in 
front of him. “Go home. | can see that if I’m going to fight to 
win you back it'll have to be on your own soil.” GHOST 
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Chapter Three 


By the time Rio drove home from the airport, Nate and Ryan 
were already at work. He told them he’d head into town and 
meet them for dinner, but that he needed a few hours 
alone. 


He dropped his suitcase in the bedroom and put on a couple 
of layers of extra clothing before heading out to the barn to 
saddle Charlie. With over two feet of snow on the ground 
the ride was a cold one, but Rio needed the peace only a 
ride on his horse could provide. 


The plane ride home had gone a long way in helping him 
sort out his feelings. Jack’s declaration of love still bothered 
him. Not because he didn’t think it was possible, hell, Rio 
knew it was very possible. But because it made him feel... 
what? That was the big question he’d yet to answer. He 
knew a foursome was out of the question so where did that 
leave the leftover feelings he still had for Jack? 


Jack’s proclamation that he intended to show up in Cattle 
Valley and fight to win him back also worried Rio. How would 
Ryan react? Rio shook his head. Unfortunately, he knew 
exactly how Ryan would react and it wouldn’t help the 
situation one bit. So how did he explain to Ryan that Jack 
was coming and why? Or should he? 


Lying to Ryan was something Rio wasn’t comfortable with 
but maybe omitting the part where Jack was coming to win 
him back was the way to go? 


After thirty minutes, Rio’s head still wasn’t clear but his face 
felt like it was about to freeze off. He steered Charlie 


towards the barn and noticed smoke coming out of the 
chimney. Rio grinned and tried to hurry Charlie along. It had 
been ages since he’d had someone to share his barn 
hideaway with. If Rio had it his way, he’d never make love 
anywhere else. There was something about the little room 
that fired his libido every time. 


Hopping off Charlie, Rio led the horse into the barn. “Nate? 
Ryan?” he called. 


“Come on back,” Nate said. 


“It’ll be a minute. | have to take care of Charlie first.” Rio 
wasted no time unsaddling and brushing the horse down, 
taking extra care to make sure Charlie’s feet were clean of 
snow and mud. He settled Charlie in his stall and walked 
towards the side of the barn reserved for animals of the two- 
legged variety. 
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The warmth of the room hit him in the face as soon as he 
opened the door. “Damn.” Rio started removing layers of 
wet clothing and dropping them on the drying rack. “l 
thought you had to work?” 


Nate was already naked and lying on the mattress in front of 
the fire, his hand busy working his cock under the thick 
down comforter. “I thought I’d take a long lunch and come 
home to see you. Do you mind?” 


Rio continued to strip until he stood over Nate in nothing but 
his skin. Three days ago he would’ve been thrilled that Nate 


cared enough to make time for him, but somehow his 
partner’s gesture didn’t hold the same meaning now. He 
lifted the blanket and crawled inside. “Mind? No, | don’t 
mind, but | can’t help wondering why now, why today?” 
Nate’s warm body curled around him. “You’re freezing.” 


“Yeah, well, it’s cold outside.” He tipped Nate’s chin up. “You 
didn’t answer my question.” 


Nate huffed. “Because | missed you, okay?” 


Rio shook his head. “I was gone less than thirty hours. Are 
you Sure it doesn’t have more to do with where | was and 
why | was there?” Nate rolled on top of Rio and began 
kissing his neck, moving down to take one of Rio’s silver 
nipple rings into his mouth. 


Although Rio wanted an answer, his body began to respond 
to Nate’s mouth. He nudged Nate further down. “Suck me.” 


The second Nate engulfed his cock, Rio was finished 
thinking of anything beyond the tongue and throat giving 
him pleasure. “Fuck,” he ground out, thrusting his hips. 


Rio grabbed onto Nate’s hair and held him in place as he 
fucked his partner’s throat. 


Nate gagged and backed off. He stared up at Rio witha 
puzzled look on his face. “What?” Rio finally asked. He 
reached down and tried to stick his cock back into Nate’s 
mouth. 


Nate sat back between Rio’s spread thighs. “What’s going 
on with you?” With his cock still in his hand, Rio shook it. 
“What’s wrong with me? You’re the one who'd rather fuck 
than answer my questions.” 


Nate sighed and crawled off the mattress. “I guess you were 
telling the truth when you said you needed to be alone to 

get your head on straight.” He reached for his clothes which 
had been laid out perfectly on the chair beside the fireplace. 
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Rio watched his partner dress without saying a word. He’d 
be damned if he’d apologise. For months Nate and Ryan had 
been too busy to give a shit about Rio’s needs. 


Now when there was a chance they could lose him, 
suddenly Nate shows up out of the blue for a long lunch? 
Bullshit. Rio didn’t doubt that Ryan had put him up to it. 


He rolled over and stared at the fire with his back to the 
door before Nate even finished dressing. Yeah, he knew he 
was screwed up, but there was a tug-of-war going on inside 
him, and he still didn’t know which side would win. 


x OK OK OX 


Ryan entered Deb’s and spotted Nate immediately. He 
walked over, nodding to friends, and bent down to give Nate 
a quick kiss before sitting across from him in the booth. 


“Where’s Rio?” 


Nate slammed his coffee cup on the table. “Don’t know that 
| care right now.” Ryan reared back. His normally easy-going 
partner was beyond pissed, evidently at Rio. “What’s 
happened between this morning and now?” 


“Do you think Rio did anything with Ghost or Jack or 
whatever the hell his name is?” 


“No.” The answer slipped easily from Ryan’s mouth. Rio 
wasn’t the kind of man who cheated. “But you obviously do, 
so tell me why?” 


“I took a long lunch today and went home to surprise him.” 


“And did you?” In the early days of their relationship, Rio 
and Nate had often enjoyed long lunches together. As far as 
Ryan knew, though, they hadn’t had one in a while. 


Nate shrugged. “I guess, although he didn’t seem overly 
thrilled to have me there. We started to mess around, but 
then he began to get rough.” Ryan wasn’t following. “I 
thought you liked it rough.” 


“I do when it’s right, but this wasn’t. It felt like | could’ve 
been anyone. Like all he cared about was getting off.” 


Ryan knew how Nate felt. The first time he’d made love to 
Rio it had been the same way. “So, he’s turned off his 
emotions again.” Ryan shook his head. “Not good.” 


“You've seen him like this before?” 
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“Yeah. After | got Rio back to the States when Ghost died, 
well, after we thought he’d died. Rio completely shut 
everyone out for a couple of months. | hung around, praying 
every day that Rio would get through it.” 


“Well he must’ve, otherwise the two of you wouldn’t have 
got together.” 


“Right, but I think for Rio, it was about needing someone 
more than needing me. | just happened to be there, and he 
knew | was already in love with him, so | guess you could 
say | was a convenient choice.” 


Nate slid out of the seat and moved around to sit next to 
Ryan. “That man loves you more than anything. You have to 
know that by now.” Ryan slung his arm around the back of 
the booth and drew Nate against him. “I know, but | think it 
was more like | eventually wore him down than anything 
else. It was a good year before | felt Rio was making love to 
me instead of a ghost. But from what you’ve said, I’m afraid 
he’s cutting himself off again.” 


Deb started to come over to take their order but a quick 
shake of Ryan’s head stopped her. “Just give me a holler 
when you’re ready.” 


“Maybe I just came on too strong,” Nate said. 


“When has that ever stopped Rio from fucking you?” Ryan 
asked. 


“What should we do? | won’t let him drift away from us just 
because that asshole decided to pop back into his life.” 


Ryan absently rubbed his chest as the tightening he’d felt 
for the last two days grew even tighter. “Honestly? | don’t 
know. Pushing him isn’t the answer, though. That'll only 
drive him deeper into his shell.” 


Ryan had tried for years to figure out what kind of hold 
Ghost had on Rio. Sure the man was handsome enough, but 


there was more to it than that. Rio had honestly worshipped 
Ghost. 


“Why don’t we order something to go for all of us? Pushing 
Rio isn’t the answer, but ignoring the problem won’t work 
either.” Ryan just hoped Rio gave them the chance to prove 
how much they needed him in their lives. 


x k OK OX 
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Nate let Ryan carry the food into the house while he 
concentrated on not falling on his ass. Designer shoes might 
look good, but they were hell to walk in on ice. Freezing rain 
was the bane of his existence. Snow was bad enough, but at 
least it wasn’t as slippery as ice. 


“You got it?” Ryan asked from the top of the steps. 


“Why didn’t you tell me it was going to start this shit? | 
would’ve taken my boots with me today.” 


“It’s the end of December in Wyoming. | figured you’d been 
here long enough to know better than to assume anything 
about the weather.” Ryan unlocked the front door and 
waited with his hand on the knob. 


Nate skated his way up the steps by holding on to the rail. 
Thankfully the porch was covered and he eventually found 
solid footing. He took one of the white paper sacks from 
Ryan. “You sure about this?” 


Ryan leant down and gave Nate a quick kiss. “Just do us 
both a favour and don’t snipe at Rio about what happened 
earlier.” 


After the talk he and Ryan had shared in the diner, Nate 
wasn’t about to cause waves. 


“I won't.” It was the fear in Ryan’s eyes that told Nate more 
than words ever could. Nate couldn’t remember a time in 
their years together that he’d seen Ryan as scared as he 
seemed now. 


Once inside, Nate set the sack on the entry table and took 
off his coat, gloves, scarf and shoes. “Rio?” 


When he didn’t get an immediate response, he glanced up 
at Ryan. “You think he’s here?” 


Ryan nodded. “His truck’s outside.” Ryan handed Nate the 
food. “Why don’t you go fix our plates while | find him?” 


Nate shook his head and pushed the sacks back into Ryan’s 
arms. “l'Il do it. | just...1 need to make sure | haven’t ruined 
everything.” 


Ryan looked like he wanted to argue but he eventually 
nodded his agreement and disappeared into the kitchen. 


Wandering from room to room, Nate eventually found Rio in 
the large bedroom closet with his back to the doorway. He 
tried to break the earlier tension by making a joke. “l 
thought you came out of the closet a long time ago?” 
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Rio glanced up at Nate before returning his attention to the 
black lockbox in his lap. 


“Just looking through some stuff.” 


“We brought dinner home.” Nate waited for a response but 
didn’t get one. He sat down beside Rio and tried to look over 
his shoulder at the photographs Rio was flipping through. 


“Is that him?” 


Rio lifted a picture over his shoulder. “Yeah. This one was 
taken just before we left for the jungle.” 


Nate took the picture and studied the man who now called 
himself Jack. “Did you take this?” 


“Yeah, | took all of them in here.” 


“I’ve never really known you to take pictures.” He studied 
the face of the man who had the power to tear his family 
apart. Nate’s hands shook with the need to rip the picture 
into pieces. 


“| don’t take pictures anymore,” Rio finally answered, 
handing another one back. 


“Why?” The second picture was one of Ryan in drab green 
Cargo pants and no shirt. 


“Ryan doesn’t have as many tattoos here.” 


“And that’s exactly the reason | don’t take pictures. Things 
change. Sometimes it’s easier to move on than try to hold 
on to the past.” Nate continued to stare at the picture of 
Ryan. “I bet when you took this one, Ryan had no idea he 
was broadcasting his love for you through his eyes.” Rio 


turned around enough to take the photograph out of Nate’s 
hand. He studied the picture up-close for several moments 
before putting it back into the box. “Guess | never noticed 
that before,” he mumbled. 


“Are you hungry?” Nate asked, handing the picture of Jack 
back. 


“Not really, but I’d better eat anyway.” 


“Did you throw up today?” Nate stood and waited for Rio to 
join him. 


“What day is it?” 
“Monday,” Nate answered. 


“Then no, | haven’t thrown up today.” Rio got to his feet and 
locked the box before putting it back on the upper shelf. “So 
what’d you get to eat?” GHOST FROM THE PAST 
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Leading the way out of the closet, Nate waited for Rio to 
catch up. Before they joined Ryan, Nate needed to make 
sure things were okay between him and Rio. “About 
earlier...,” he began. 


Rio cut him off with a quick kiss. “Let’s not talk about it.” 
Nate was pulled into a hug, which surprised him. He 
wrapped his arms around Rio and pressed his face against 
his partner’s upper chest. “I know you’re going through a lot 
of stuff right now, but please don’t push us away.” 


“I’m trying,” Rio whispered, kissing the top of Nate’s head. 


“Dinner’s getting cold,” Ryan announced from the doorway. 


Rio released Nate and took a step back. “Then | guess we'd 
better eat it.” 


x OK OK OX 


Rio was throwing yet another load of laundry in the washing 
machine when his phone rang. He stumbled over a pile of 
jeans while going for his phone and landed on his ass. 


“Goddammit!” He kicked at the pile of denim before 
retrieving the phone from the countertop. “Yeah,” he 
grumbled. 


“Nice to see some things haven’t changed,” Chet said. “Still 
the same grouchy bastard you always were.” 


Rio’s stomach started to churn. “Did something happen with 
Jack?” 


“So you have spoken to him.” 


“Yeah. Isn’t that why you called me in the first place?” Rio 
asked. 


“ĮI called because Jack asked me to. | guess | was hoping 
you'd be so pissed off when you found out the truth that 
you'd tell him to fuck off.” Rio leant back against the 
cabinet. “Why?” 


“Because despite what Jack thinks, he’ll never be able to 
have you without putting you in the line of fire. I’ve told him 
that more than once, but he’s too damn stubborn for his 
own good.” Chet cleared his throat. “Anyway, the reason | 
called is to see if you’ve heard from him in the last few 
days. | went by the farm and he’s not there.” Rio rubbed his 


stomach as he rose to his feet. He had a strong feeling he 
was about to lose his lunch. He made his way towards the 
bathroom. “I haven’t spoken to him since | left three days 
ago. Do you think...?” 
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“| don’t know what to think. It isn’t like him not to call at 
least once a day.” 


“So if it’s only been two days since you spoke to him, why 
did you ask me if I’d seen him? Didn’t he tell you?” Rio 
asked. 


“It’s Jack. You know he never gives straight answers. | did 
ask, but he told me it wasn’t any of my business.” 


Rio heard the hurt and anger in Chet’s voice. He didn’t know 
what had gone on between Jack and Chet in the last ten 
years, but it sounded like they were even closer than they’d 
been before. “Well | haven’t seen him.” 


“I'll keep trying his cell, but make sure you give me a Call if 
you hear from him.” Rio couldn’t keep from asking the all 
important question. “Is there something going on between 
the two of you?” 


Chet laughed. “We fuck, but Jack’s made it clear that’s all it 
is. He’s still living in a dream world. He’s been working 
towards retirement believing he'll get you back. How could | 
ever compete with that?” 


Rio sat beside the toilet and put up the seat. For some 
reason the thought of Jack fucking Chet didn’t bother him as 
much as the idea that Jack honestly thought Rio would go 
running back to him. He thought of what Jack had told hima 
few days earlier. Maybe Jack had told the truth about not 
being able to love anyone else. 


Then it hit him between the eyes. “Wait a minute. You’re 
gay? Jack told me you were married.” 


“I was. Things change.” 


“Evidently they change a lot,” Rio remarked. “Listen, if | 
hear from Jack l'Il tell him to call you.” 


“If you hear from Jack, you call me,” Chet argued. 


Rio couldn’t believe the nerve of the guy. “In case you’ve 
forgotten, | don’t work for you or your gang of well-dressed 
thugs.” Rio hung up the phone without giving Chet a chance 
to reply. “Fucker.” 


x OK OK OX 


On the morning of New Year’s Eve, Rio woke to find he was 
alone in bed with Ryan. 


Nate was no doubt already at City Hall. Rolling over to his 
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slept. Ryan had pulled a double shift at the station in order 
to get New Year’s Eve off. The dark circles still visible under 
Ryan’s eyes told Rio his partner needed to sleep. 


Rio pulled the covers up and tucked them around Ryan’s 
neck. “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered. 


“No I’m not,” Ryan mumbled without opening his eyes. “I’m 
a hard hearted bastard who has screwed up, and | don’t 
know how to get back what I’ve lost.” It was the first time 
Ryan had spoken about the tense state of their relationship 
since Rio had returned from Spain. 


Ryan eventually opened his eyes and stared at Rio. “I let 
myself get too comfortable with you, didn’t I?” 


“What do you mean?” Rio asked, playing with the ends of 
Ryan’s long, black hair. 


“I’ve been taking stock lately, and | know where I’ve 
screwed up. Give me a chance to make it up to you. If being 
Sheriff means losing you, l'Il quit today. I’m sure Nate feels 
the same way about being Mayor.” 


“I wish you would’ve taken stock before Christmas.” 
“Why, because now it’s too late?” 


“No, | didn’t say that. It’s just that now | don’t know what 
your real motives are. | mean, it was obvious before 
Christmas that | wasn’t happy but neither of you bothered to 
do anything about it. You took for granted that I’d be here 
no matter what. Now things are different.” Rio shrugged. 
“Just makes me wonder whether you really still want me or 
if you're just afraid of losing me to Jack.” 


“Honestly? | didn’t know you were so unhappy. But that has 
nothing to do with the fact that | didn’t care, it was simply 

me having my head shoved up my ass. And sure I’m afraid 
of losing you to Jack, but can you blame me? You've always 


loved him more than me. Did you think I didn’t know? I’ve 
always played the part of the substitute lover.” 


“How can you say something like that to me?” 
Ryan shrugged. “Nate.” 
“What?” 


“You would’ve never considered taking a third man into your 
bed when you were with Jack because he was all you ever 
needed. One assignment away from me and you fell in love 
with Nate.” 
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“Do you really think | brought Nate into our bed because 
you weren’t enough?” From the beginning of their 
relationship with Nate, Rio had assumed Ryan felt the same 
way he did. 


“Would you have fallen in love with Nate if | was giving you 
everything you needed?” Rio groaned and rolled to his back. 
“That’s not fair. Nate’s...Nate. Believe me, | wasn’t looking 
for someone to fill some kind of fucked up void you think | 
had. Nate got under my skin before | even knew what had 
happened.” 


“I never said | blamed you for falling in love with him. He’s 
irresistible, | knew that the first time I laid eyes on him, and 
| can’t imagine our lives without him.” 


“So why’d you even bring it up?” Rio asked. 


Ryan sighed. “Just forget | did, okay?” 


Resting his arm over his eyes, Rio thought about the 
conversation they’d just had. Two things had become clear. 
Rio wanted to feel loved, and Ryan wanted to make Rio feel 
loved. 


With a groan, Rio moved over until he was lying on top of 
Ryan. Bracing his forearms on the bed, he gazed down into 
those big brown eyes he’d fallen in love with so long ago. It 
was time to lay his cards on the table. “I need to reconnect 
with you and Nate before Jack shows up.” 


Ryan’s eyes rounded. “He’s coming here?” 
“Yeah. | don’t know when, but | do know he wants me back.” 


“Well he can go to hell,” Ryan grumbled, wrapping his arms 
around Rio. “Because you're mine, and I’m not giving that 
asshole a chance to hurt you again.” 


“You're wrong, you know.” 


“About what?” Ryan’s hands ran down under the covers to 
draw circles on Rio’s ass. “I didn’t love him more. Our 
relationship was different only because | was his entire 
world and he let me know it every day.” 


“I’m sorry that you feel like | don’t do that, because it’s not 
true. My life has revolved around loving you since the first 
day | met you. Do you really think | wanted to go to some 
godforsaken jungle in March? The only reason | even signed 
up with Ghost was because of you.” 


“Why didn’t you ever tell me that?” Rio asked. He spread his 
legs apart to rest on either side of Ryan’s, giving Ryan room 
to explore. 
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“Because before the explosion | didn’t have the right, and 
afterwards, you wouldn’t have been willing to hear it.” 


“I’m willing to hear it now.” 


“You know I’m better at conveying my love through actions 
rather than words, right?” 


“What do you have in mind?” Rio wiggled his ass until 
Ryan’s fingertip brushed against his hole. 


“Why don’t you get me the lube, and l'Il show you.” Ryan 
thrust up against Rio. 


Rio scrambled to get the bottle of lube. It dawned on him 
that they hadn’t made love since he’d seen Jack. Handing 
the bottle to Ryan, Rio suddenly felt guilty. It wasn’t that his 
men hadn’t tried to hold and kiss him in the last couple of 
days, Rio just hadn’t been receptive. “I’m sorry that I’ve 
been distant.” 


Ryan poured lube down the crack of Rio’s ass before closing 
the bottle and tossing it onto the bed. “You’ve had a lot 
dumped on you lately.” Rio’s thoughts went to Nate. “l 
guess I’ve really screwed up with Nate, huh?” 


“No. He’s worried, of course, but | think his biggest problem 
is not knowing how to fix the situation.” Ryan nudged Rio off 
his chest to lie on his side facing away from him. 


“Remember this position?” he whispered in Rio’s ear as he 
spooned against Rio’s back. 


Rio swallowed around the lump in his throat. It was the 
position they’d been in the first time they’d had sex. Rio 
was still ashamed of himself for being unable to look Ryan in 
the eyes those first several times. “I remember.” 


Ryan’s finger began to loosen Rio’s hole. “I know why you 
wanted it that way.” 


“You do?” Rio hooked his leg over his forearm and brought it 
upward, opening himself for Ryan’s attention. 


With a soft kiss to Rio’s neck, Rio nodded his head. “You 
missed him, and you needed to feel like he was still with 
you. | won’t go as far as to say it didn’t hurt, but | 
understood it.” Rio shook his head as much as the pillow 
would allow. “That’s wrong. | mean, you’re right about not 
being able to look at you, but | wasn’t imagining you were 
someone else. | was ashamed of wanting you when | 
should’ve still been mourning.” Ryan removed his fingers 
and wrapped his arm around Rio in an almost brutal hug. “l 
never knew that,” he whispered. 
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Pulling away enough to roll over and face Ryan, Rio 
smoothed the hair back from his partner’s face. “I love you. 
| admit that in the beginning, | was conflicted about my 
feelings for you, but I’ve never made love to you wishing 
you were someone else. Never.” With a hand to the back of 
Rio’s neck, Ryan pulled him in for a deep kiss. There was 


more passion in that one kiss than Rio had felt from Ryan in 
a couple of years. This was what he’d missed from his 
partner. It wasn’t about fucking or not fucking, it was about 
the passion. Right or wrong, Rio needed to feel like Ryan 
was consumed by his feelings and couldn’t wait to act on 
them. 


“Fuck me,” Rio begged. 


Ryan shook his head and pushed Rio back on the bed. He 
insinuated himself between Rio’s legs and pressed the tip of 
his cock against Rio’s stretched hole. “This isn’t about 
fucking,” he growled as he impaled Rio with his cock. 
“Somewhere along the way you seem to have forgotten just 
how much | love you. This...” he thrust his hips, driving his 
cock in to the root “...iS a reminder.” 


Rio’s skin broke out in gooseflesh at the invasion. He made 
a point of staring into Ryan’s eyes, hoping to give back 
some of what he’d taken from Ryan early in their 
relationship. 


As Ryan moved in and out of Rio he whispered words of 
love, telling Rio over and over how he couldn’t imagine a life 
without him. It warmed Rio’s heart while at the same time it 
put more guilt on his shoulders. Although he couldn’t and 
wouldn’t admit it to Ryan, he had been thinking a lot about 
Jack over the last several days. 


Pushing thoughts of Jack out of his mind, Rio hiked his legs 
higher around Ryan’s torso. “Harder,” he begged around a 
moan. 


“Any harder and we'll break the damn bed,” Ryan panted, 
slamming into Rio. 


Rio traced the veins in Ryan’s neck as they bulged with the 
intensity of the man’s thrusts. “So sexy.” 


Ryan chased Rio’s finger with his mouth until he caught it 
between his teeth. He gave the digit a bite hard enough to 
make Rio wince and his cock throb. Rio pulled his finger out 
of Ryan’s mouth and reached down to grab his cock. “You’re 
going to make me come,” he warned. 


Ryan’s nostrils flared. He leant down until he was nose to 
nose with Rio. “Do it,” he ordered. 
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Rio never could resist Ryan when he used his bad-assed 
Sheriff's voice. The first shot landed on Rio’s upper chest as 
his back bowed, almost toppling Ryan to the bed. 


“Shit, you’re like riding a damn bull,” Ryan said, resettling 
himself. 


Rio gathered cum on his fingers and licked them clean. “Kiss 
me.” He opened his mouth to show Ryan the pool of white 
seed clinging to his tongue. 


With a growl, Ryan jammed his cock deep once more and 
came. He collapsed on Rio’s chest and thrust his tongue 
deep into Rio’s mouth. 


Fuck! Rio silently cried as Ryan devoured every drop of cum 
from the recesses of Rio’s mouth. They continued to kiss 
long after their bodies had given up on them. The closeness 


he felt at that moment was only missing one thing. “Why’d 
Nate have to go into work?” 


“He didn’t,” Ryan mumbled, rolling off Rio to land beside 
him. 


“Then where did he go?” 
“I’m here,” Nate answered. 


Rio rose up at the distressed sound of his partner. Nate sat 
in a chair just inside the room with a large breakfast tray on 
his lap and tears in his eyes. “Morning,” he greeted, trying 
to understand the cause of Nate’s emotional appearance. 


Nate stood and took a deep breath. “lIl need to warm this 
stuff up.” When he started to leave the room, Rio’s heart 
broke at the sagging shoulders and bowed head of his 
partner. “Wait. Come over here and join us.” Nate stopped 
in the doorway and shook his head. “Thanks, but I’d really 
rather not.” Without another word, Nate disappeared. 


Rio glanced down at Ryan. He thought of the long 
conversation the two of them had had earlier about Nate. 
“How much do you think he heard?” Ryan groaned and 
threw his arm over his face. “By the sound of it, I’d have to 
say he’d been there a while.” 


“Fuck!” 
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Chapter Four 


“I’m fine,” Nate said for the hundredth time. He expertly 
tied his bow tie and stepped back from the mirror to adjust 
his tuxedo jacket. 


“Come on, | Know you’re not, so stop pretending.” Nate 
turned to face Rio, who had taken up position in the 
bathroom doorway. “I don’t have time to go over this again. 
Now if you’re going with me, you’d better get your ass in 
gear and get dressed.” 


All day Rio and Ryan had hovered over him, asking him 
question after question, and Nate was sick of it. It didn’t 
matter what any of them said, the conversation he’d 
overheard couldn’t be taken back. 


“Let’s just stay home and work this out,” Rio pleaded. 


Nate marched right up to the bigger man and pointed his 
finger in Rio’s face. “Look, you can shirk your responsibilities 
all you want, but I’m not about to. | agreed a year ago to 
host this party, and I’m not about to call and tell them | 
can’t come because my lovers want to talk.” 


Rio reared back. “What responsibilities am | shirking?” 


“Hello? You have a fucking gym to run and you haven’t even 
bothered going in for over a week.” 


“I’m on vacation,” Rio argued. “Besides, what’s the point of 
hiring people to run the place in my absence if | don’t trust 
them enough to do their damn jobs?” Nate threw his hands 
in the air and pushed Rio out of the doorway. Three steps 
into the bedroom, and his pace slowed. “I'd like you to 


come,” he said without turning around. “I haven’t spent a 
New Year’s Eve by myself in ages.” 


“You won't be by yourself. You'll have an entire ballroom 
filled with people who seem to mean more to you than | 
do!” Rio bellowed. 


“Fuck you,” Nate mumbled as he left the room. For days 
he’d tried to get close to Rio only to be rebuffed. Hearing his 
two partners talk about him like he was merely a filler in 
their relationship had pushed Nate over the edge into don’t- 
give-a-shit land. 
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He grabbed his keys and was in the process of pulling on his 
expensive wool topcoat when Ryan came into the room. 
Dressed in a black suit, white shirt and red tie, Ryan was 
devastating. “I’m leaving. You coming?” 


Ryan took a drink of his beer and glanced around the room. 
“Is Rio ready?” Once again it was a reminder that Ryan’s 
first priority would always be Rio. “Forget it. 


You two have fun.” 


Ryan caught up with Nate halfway down the sidewalk. “Wait 
just a damn minute,” he said, swinging Nate around by the 
arm to face him. “You’ve acted like a hateful brat all day. 


Now I’m sorry you heard what you did, but we’ve both tried 
to explain things to you all day.” 


“Explain what exactly? How the two of you are so much 
better because you found me to fill the voids in your lives?” 
Nate shook his head. “That’s bullshit and you know it. Until 
today | have never felt like the third wheel in this 
relationship. And you know what? | don’t have to feel like 
that. I’m a whole person, not just the bits you two need me 
to be.” Ryan pulled Nate into a hard kiss. “Shut up,” he 
growled. “That’s not true and you know it. That man in 
there, that you’re so thoughtlessly pushing away, needs us 
now more than ever. He’s hurt and he’s confused so cut him 
a fucking break. You wanted in to this relationship. We didn’t 
force you into anything. Newsflash, a relationship isn’t all 
about the good times. So either suck it up and help us fix it 
or...” Ryan’s mouth clamped shut. 


“Or what, get the hell out?” Nate shook his head and took a 
step back. “I’m going to the party.” 


x k OK OX 


Rio stepped into the ballroom with Ryan on his arm. He’d 
had enough arguing for the rest of his life, and all he wanted 
was to dance with his men and kiss them at midnight. “Do 
you see him?” 


Ryan pointed towards a crowded table. “Holding court as 
usual.” Approaching Nate after the argument at the house 
seemed too daunting for Rio to tackle at the moment. “Do 
you think we should go over or wait and see if he’s willing to 
come to us?” 
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“Your guess iS as good as mine,” Ryan said in Rio’s ear. 
“Why don’t we hit the buffet and find a table?” 


“| wondered if you were going to show up,” Mario said, 
coming to stand beside Rio. 


“Yeah, well, it took me longer to get dressed.” Rio hoped 
Mario bought his excuse. 


“Well I’m happy to say it was time well spent. You look 
good,” Asa said, handing Mario a drink. 


Mario took the glass and bumped his partner with his hip. 
“You're not supposed to notice other men.” 


Asa flashed Mario an indulgent smile. “You may have stolen 
my heart, but I still have perfectly functioning eyes.” 


Mario chuckled and returned his attention to Rio. “So how’s 
vacation been?” 


“Good,” Rio lied. “Just gearing up for January.” The first 
month of the year was always busy at The Gym with people 
intending to stick to their newly proclaimed resolutions. The 
numbers usually dropped off dramatically by spring, but Rio 
always enjoyed the burst of revenue while it lasted. He 
gestured to the food tables. “Have you eaten?” 


“Yeah, but we could probably be persuaded to sit with the 
two of you while you stuff your faces,” Mario answered. 


Rio wouldn’t deny his love of food. And at seventy-five 
dollars a ticket, he wasn’t about to let his money go to 
waste. He led the way across the crowded room, stopping 
occasionally to say hi to friends. He thought he’d caught 
Nate staring at him out of the corner of his eye, but when he 


turned his head, Nate was once again engaged in 
conversation. 


Rio filled two heaping plates and asked Mario to grab hima 
drink from the bar. 


Although the room was crowded, most people seemed to 
either be dancing or mingling so it wasn’t hard to find a 
table. He pushed the dirty dishes towards the centre and set 
his plates down. 


Before he’d even had a chance to take a bite, a waiter 
rushed over to clear the dirty dishes. “Sorry about that. Two 
of the waiters decided to call in sick.” AS soon as the man 
rushed off, Asa shook his head. “What the hell’s wrong with 
people today? You make a commitment, you stick to it.” 


Rio bit his lip. It was the same thing Nate had tried to tell 
him earlier. Suddenly food wasn’t what he needed. “Excuse 
me.” 
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“You want me to come with you?” Ryan asked. 


Rio shook his head. “Let me take care of this one.” He didn’t 
miss the confused expressions on Asa and Mario’s faces. He 
didn’t usually broadcast his problems and he saw no reason 
to start now. 


As he crossed the room, Rio wondered how Nate would react 
to him. The closer he got to his intended target the more 


determined he became. “Excuse me,” he said to the group 
surrounding Nate. 


Carol smiled and pulled George and Trick out of Rio’s way. 
There was a certain twinkle to Carol’s eyes that told Rio she 
had a good idea he was in the doghouse. “Have you finally 
come to whisk our host onto the dance floor?” 


Rio nodded. “You bet.” He stared into Nate’s eyes and held 
out his arm. “Dance?” Nate stiffly took Rio’s arm and flashed 
a fake smile to his friends. “How can | refuse?” Rio had the 
urge to sling Nate over his shoulder and carry him off to one 
of the many hotel rooms in the lodge, but he knew that 
would only garner him another lecture. “I’m sorry,” he said, 
pulling Nate into his arms. 


Nate nodded absently but continued to smile and wave at 
people around them. 


“Would you look at me, please?” Rio asked. 
Nate eventually met Rio’s gaze. 


“I love you. | need you to forget everything you heard 
earlier. That was a whole lot of hurt talking, and never ina 
million years would | ever consider you a filler.” Nate’s eyes 
rounded. 


“Yeah. Ryan told me.” Rio cupped Nate’s face in his hands. 
“If I'd Known you were home this morning, | would have 
yelled until you brought your skinny ass upstairs and joined 
us. But like the asshole I’ve been lately, | just assumed 
you'd run off to City Hall.” Nate shook his head. “I wanted to 
make up for Christmas morning by making you a big 
breakfast in bed.” 


It was one more instance where his partners were trying and 
Rio hadn’t been receptive. 


“Tell me what I can do to make it up to you?” 
“Promise you won't leave. That’s all | want from you.” 
“Hello, Rio,” a deep voice greeted. 


Rio closed his eyes. He knew the voice all too well. Dammit, 
| thought I’d have more time. 


Keeping his arm around Nate, Rio turned. “Jack.” GHOST 
FROM THE PAST 
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“You're Jack?” Nate asked. His eyes narrowed as he looked 
Jack up and down. “You’re short.” 


Jack smiled. “Yes, lucky for the two of us, Rio doesn’t seem 
to mind a shorter than average man.” 


Before Rio could react, Nate threw a punch directed straight 
for Jack’s nose. Despite the surprise attack, Jack easily 
captured Nate’s fist with his hand, stopping the punch from 
landing. Rio knew Jack was capable of breaking Nate’s 
fingers with just his grip. And as Nate and Jack continued to 
stare at each other, Rio got an uneasy feeling. 


“Don’t do it, Jack,” he warned. 


“Stay out of this, Rio,” Jack said. “For some reason this man 
seems to think he has the right to touch me. | just want to 
show him what happens to people who make that mistake.” 


“Fuck you,” Nate spat. 


Normally Rio would be proud of his partner for not backing 
down from a fight, but not this time. “You really need to 
calm down,” he told Nate before returning his attention to 
Jack. 


“This isn’t the way to get me back.” 


Jack’s gaze went from Rio to Nate and back to Rio. He 
released Nate’s fist and straightened his expensive Italian- 
made tuxedo. “I didn’t start it.” When Nate began to take a 
step forward, Rio wrapped a tight arm around him. He 
glanced around for Ryan. He spotted his partner standing at 
the edge of the dance floor with his arms folded across his 
chest. Either Ryan expected Rio to deal with the situation, or 
he was trying his best to calm himself before approaching. 


Around them the dancing had stopped but the music 
continued. “I’m not doing this, Jack. Not here. Not now.” 


“This is not how | wanted it.” Jack took a step back and 
shook his head. “Happy New Year.” He lifted his hand as if to 
touch Rio, but dropped it back to his side before it made 
contact. “I’m staying upstairs. Give the front desk a call 
when you feel like talking.” He held up a single finger. “But 
know this. I’m not going anywhere until you give me a real 
chance to talk to you.” 


“Okay, you’ve had your say, now leave us to enjoy our 
evening,” Ryan said, stepping into the circle. 


“That’s it? After ten years, that’s all you have to say to me?” 
Jack asked. 


“Not hardly, but what | have to say to you will be said in 
private or not at all.” GHOST FROM THE PAST 
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Jack’s eyes roamed the tattoos visible above Ryan’s shirt 
collar. “Is it my imagination or did the tattooing stop once 
you finally got your hands on my man?” Ryan took several 
steps until he was in Jack’s personal space. With narrowed 
eyes, he stared down at the other man. “Do you really want 
to start this here? Because | really don’t think you do.” 


Surprisingly enough, Jack was the one to back down. He 
turned his attention to Rio. 


“I'll be in the bar if you want to talk.” 


As soon as Jack walked away, Rio regarded Ryan. “What was 
that about?” Ryan shook his head. “Nothing.” He turned that 
winning smile on Rio and Nate. 


“Who’s ready to dance?” 


x OK OK OX 


An hour before midnight, Ryan sneaked away from the 
party. His first stop was the Grizzly Bar. Although the bulk of 
the festivities were going on in the ballroom, the Grizzly 
held a respectable number of New Year’s Eve revellers. 


Ryan scanned the dark corners of the bar until his eyes 
landed on Jack. He detoured towards the bar, surprised to 
see a worried look on Wyn’s face. Ryan immediately shifted 
into Sheriff-mode. “Something wrong?” 


Wyn looked around before leaning against the bar, 
motioning for Ryan to lean down as well. “Gabe Hawkins 


sent Bo a letter. He’s coming to town in a couple of weeks.” 
Gabe Hawkins? “Why do | know that name?” 


“He’s Joey’s biological father.” 


Fuck. “What’s he want?” Ryan couldn’t imagine the legal 
battle if Hawk, as everyone involved knew him, tried to get 
custody of his son. With Bo’s HIV status, his friend might be 
in for one hell of a fight. 


“Didn't really say other than he’s looking forward to meeting 
his son.” Wyn shook his head. “Bo and Rance are beside 
themselves. They’ve even contacted a lawyer, just in case.” 


“Well, be sure and let me know if | can do anything. The last 
thing that sweet boy needs is to be caught in the middle.” 


Wyn nodded. “Can | get you something?” 
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“Beer,” Ryan answered. He turned to lean an elbow on the 
bar and met Jack’s gaze. The conversation he needed to 
have with his old friend wouldn’t be pleasant, but Ryan 
needed to let Jack Know where he stood. 


“Thanks.” He tossed a five on the bar. “Keep it.” Wyn tipped 
his head towards Jack. “Someone you know?” 


“Someone | used to know.” 


“He made it sound like he was considering moving to town.” 


“Yeah, well don’t get used to him, because despite what he 
said, he won't be staying long.” 


Ryan carried his beer across the bar to where Jack sat. “We 
need to talk.” Jack pushed a chair out with his foot. “Have a 
seat.” After settling in the chair, Ryan took a swig of his 
beer. What did you say to someone who was trying to steal 
the man you loved? He eyed Jack for several moments 
before speaking. “I don’t think you realise how much pain 
you’re causing by showing up in Rio’s life again.” 


With his arm slung over the back of the neighbouring chair, 
Jack finished off his drink before saying, “I gave him up once 
to save his life. Looking back, | may not have done it in the 
right way, but my heart was in the right place. So now that 
being together isn’t a danger to him, | want him back.” 


Ryan shook his head. “Your whole way of thinking is truly 
fucked up. You should’ve stepped up and just ended things 
with Rio instead of faking your death.” 


“I knew he wouldn’t just let things between us drop, and | 
couldn’t take that chance with his life,” Jack tried to argue. 


“Bullshit. You wanted him to always love you instead of 
learning to hate you, which is exactly what would’ve 
happened if you’d ended things.” Jack shrugged and held 
his glass up, signalling for a refill. “I love him. Why would | 
want him to hate me? You seem to forget that everything | 
did was to protect him.” 


“Everything?” Ryan’s brows rose. “Does that include getting 
into bed with Chet?” Although Jack appeared to be unfazed 
by the statement, Ryan noticed the man’s eye twitch 
Slightly. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” GHOST 
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“Really? Because | distinctly remember seeing Chet coming 
out of your tent half-dressed one morning while Rio was on 
guard duty. From the looks of him, he’d been well fucked.” 


Jack toyed with his empty glass. “Wasn’t me. Maybe it was 
Rio who let Chet slip into his bed.” 


Ryan stood so abruptly that his chair crashed to the floor. 
“Take that back.” Although he spoke softly, Ryan was 
furious. “How dare you,” he spat. 


“Fine, it was me, but sometimes we have to do things we’re 
not proud of. Everything | did, | did for Rio.” 


Ryan picked his chair up and sat back down. “Do you think 
Rio would feel the same way if he knew?” 


Jack accepted his drink and handed the waiter some money. 
“You mean you haven't told him?” 


“Fuck no, | haven’t told him, and | never will. You were dead. 
At least we thought you were. Why would | add to his pain 
by telling him you were an unfaithful bastard?” 


“That’s not fair, and you know it. The only reason | slept 
with Chet was to gain information. It was business. Besides, 
who are you to look down your nose at me?” 


“Who am I? For months, I’m the one who cleaned up his 
puke after he’d spent the nights drowning his grief in a 
bottle. I’m the one who made sure he was bathed and fed 
when all he could do was sit and stare at pictures of you. 
That was me.” 


“Yeah, and I’m sure you loved every minute of it. You 
would’ve done anything to get close to Rio.” 


“You're damn straight. And l'Il do anything I have to to keep 
him, so don’t forget it.” Ryan stood and pushed in his chair. 
“You had your time with Rio. If you stay, you'll tear him 
apart.” Ryan started to walk off, but stopped and turned 
around to face Jack once more. “I wish you had died in the 
Congo, because this, what you’re doing now, has the 
potential to destroy him. And if you don’t see that, then you 
don’t know him as well as you think you do.” 


x OK OK OX 
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Rio couldn’t wait for the clock to strike midnight. All he 
could think about was the fear he’d felt when Nate had 
challenged Jack. Sure, Nate was able to take care of himself, 
but hell, the man had more black belts than sense. There 
was no doubt Nate would’ve taken Jack on, but whereas 
Nate would fight to win, Jack would fight to the death. Jack 
never did anything halfway. Just the thought of it made Rio’s 
stomach turn over. 


Although Jack had obviously upset him, Nate pulled himself 
together and continued to host the party. Rio stood just 
behind Nate as his partner laughed and talked with their 
friends. 


“Ten minutes,” Ryan whispered in Rio’s ear. 


Rio turned his head and captured Ryan’s mouth in a deep 
kiss. 


“Mmm, what was that for?” Ryan asked. 


“Just wanted to make sure | got mine in. You know Nate’ll 
whine if he doesn’t get to make a show of kissing one of us 
when the balloons drop.” 


“We're a family. It doesn’t count unless the three of us are 
together.” Ryan stepped around Rio and tapped Nate on the 
shoulder. 


“Hey, you, | was wondering where you'd run off to.” 


“Stepped out for some air. It’s gettin’ on midnight. You 
should probably take your position,” Ryan informed Nate. 


Nate glanced at his watch. “Shit. | had no idea it was so 
late.” He waved his arms at the people standing around 
him. “Grab your horns. It’s almost time for the countdown.” 
Rio wrapped an arm around Ryan and followed Nate as he 
wove through the crowd. 


“Do we have horns?” Rio asked. 


Ryan grinned. “Nate bought some special because he said 
the ones at parties were always crap.” 


“Yeah, that sounds like Nate.” Rio chuckled and gave Ryan a 
kiss on the neck. The action drew his attention to the 
tattoos Jack had mentioned earlier. “What did Jack mean 
when he said that about your tattoos?” 


“Later,” Ryan said. 


Rio took the horn Nate gave him and cringed. “Really?” 
Ryan started to laugh as he was handed his own. “Man, 
you're gay.” Nate brandished his own jewel-encrusted horn. 
“| only put my lips on the best,” he proclaimed. 
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Standing in the middle of the dance floor, Nate began to 
lead the countdown. Rio scooted closer and shoved the horn 
in his pocket so he could have both hands free. At the stroke 
of midnight, Rio reached out and brought both his men into 
his arms. “No one’s first tonight.” 


Nate’s entire face lit up as the balloons began to tumble 
down around them. 


“Threeway?” 


“Oh, yeah,” Rio answered. The kiss was sloppy and 
uncoordinated and absolutely everything Rio could ever 
have asked for. It was the moment. The moment he knew 
beyond a shadow of a doubt who he belonged to. 
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Chapter Five 


“What a great way to start a new year,” Nate said. He ran 
his hand across Rio’s chest and stopped to play with his 
nipple rings. 


Rio couldn’t have agreed more. Since their return home 
hours earlier, it had been nothing but sex and naps. A loud 
snore sounded to his left, and Rio glanced over to see Ryan 
Sawing logs. “I think we really wore him out on the last 
one.” 


“That was over an hour ago. Ryan’s just getting old.” Nate 
finished the sentence by taking one of the silver piercings 
into his mouth. 


Rio threaded his fingers through Nate’s hair. He loved the 
feel of the soft brown strands without the usual hair gel. 
“Don’t let him hear you say that or he'll spend the next 
week proving otherwise.” 


Nate released Rio’s nipple and sat up. “You really think so?” 
With a wide grin, Nate climbed on top of Rio. He laid his 
head on Rio’s chest, inches away from Ryan’s head. “Ryan 
must be getting old if he’s out for the count already. I’m 
glad | have at least one man who has some staying power.” 


Ryan grumbled and reached down to clasp his flaccid cock. 
“Give me a second, and l'Il show you old.” 


Nate winked at Rio. “Take your time. I’m just gonna love all 
over Rio while you harden that old thing up.” 


Despite the fact that he’d come only an hour earlier, Rio’s 
cock was definitely taking notice of the wiggling ass of his 


partner. Nate began to rock back and forth as he plucked at 
Rio’s piercings. 


“Did you really mean what you said earlier?” Nate asked 
while opening the bottle of lube. 


Rio guided his cock to Nate’s hole and waited for his partner 
to impale himself. “I said a lot of things. If you’re asking if | 
meant it when | said you were sexy as fuck, then yeah, | 
meant it.” 


Nate released Rio’s nipple and slapped him on the chest. “I 
know that. | was talking about you not leaving us.” 
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Rio knew what Nate wanted to hear, but watching his 
partner squirm was always fun. 


Besides, it was the perfect time to discuss a few changes 
that needed to be made. When Nate swivelled his hips and 
took Rio’s entire length inside him, Rio started to rethink 
discussing anything at the moment. 


With a groan, he directed Nate in the tempo he desired. 
“That’s it. Oh, hell, yeah.” He reached over and nudged 
Ryan. “Sure you don’t want in on this?” Ryan rolled onto his 
side and licked a path up Rio’s neck and over his chin before 
landing on Rio’s mouth. The kiss started sweet, with a few 
teasing tongue flicks, but soon morphed into something 
much deeper. Rio closed his eyes and completely gave 
himself over to his men. 


When Ryan broke the kiss unexpectedly, Rio opened his 
eyes. The expression on Ryan’s face was priceless. With his 
mouth still open and his eyes rolled back, Ryan looked like 
he was in heaven. 


It only took a moment for Rio to understand why. Nate was 
playing finger-puppet with Ryan’s ass while continuing to 
ride Rio’s cock. Rio chuckled before pulling Ryan into 
another kiss. It wasn’t often Ryan bottomed but by the look 
on his face, perhaps that would need to change. 


Breaking the kiss, Rio whispered in Ryan’s ear. “You like 
that?” Ryan nodded. 


“You want Nate to fuck you?” 
Ryan nodded again. 


Rio stared up at Nate who was grinning like the cat who ate 
the canary. “You wanna drive for a change?” 


The laughter that erupted from Nate not only warmed Rio’s 
heart but helped push him closer to the edge. “You're killin’ 
me, babe,” Rio said, trying to hold his climax at bay. 


With rounded eyes, Nate removed his fingers from Ryan’s 
ass. “We can’t have that.” After planting his feet on the 
mattress, Nate stood, dislodging Rio’s cock. He placed his 
hands on his hips. “On your knees, Sheriff.” 


Ryan leant up on his forearms. He looked over his shoulder 
at Nate before turning to stare at Rio. “You’ve created a 
monster.” 


“And that monster must be fed.” Rio slapped Ryan on the 
ass. 
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With a few mumbled words of protest, Ryan planted his 
hands and knees on the mattress with his face inches away 
from Rio’s erection. His grumbles soon became moans as 
Nate applied a generous amount of lube to Ryan’s hole. 


Rio studied Ryan’s expression as Nate slowly filled him. 
Ryan was one of those men who took great pride in always 
being in control. It was nice to see him let go of that control 
on occasion. “Feel good?” 


Ryan’s eyes rolled back like they had earlier. “Burns.” 
“Bad burn or good burn?” Nate asked. 
“I haven’t decided yet,” Ryan told him. 


Nate laughed. “Then it’s good. There’s nothing like riding 
that ridge between pleasure and pain. Takes you outta your 
body like nothing else can.” Rio grabbed the edge of the 
sheet and used it to wipe the lube from his cock before 
directing it to Ryan’s lips. Ryan opened his mouth and 
sucked the head of Rio’s cock. 


“Oh, yeah, that’s good.” Rio gathered the silky black strands 
of Ryan’s hair and held it up so he could see his partner’s 
mouth. Ryan might not bottom often, but he sucked cock on 
a regular basis and was a pro. 


With every thrust, Nate let out a grunt, and Rio’s cock was 
forced farther down Ryan’s throat. Soon Nate’s grunts came 
one right after another, signalling the speed of his rhythm. 


Rio wished he had a better view, but Ryan was giving him 
such an expert blowjob, Rio doubted his legs would hold him 
enough to stand. 


Ryan held Rio’s cock by the base and delved his tongue 
deep into the slit. He gathered a good amount of pre cum 
before sticking his tongue out towards Rio. With slow 
precision, Ryan wiped the glistening fluid over his lips and 
let it stay there, all the while maintaining eye contact with 
Rio. 


“Fuck, that’s a pretty picture,” Rio said. 
“You gonna give me more?” Ryan asked. 
Ready to explode, Rio nodded. “Face or throat?” 


Ryan answered the question by slipping Rio’s cockhead back 
into his mouth. Decision made, Rio let himself go. His cock 
erupted in six bursts of seed as he called out, “Love you.” 
As soon as he could move, Rio repositioned himself, trying 
to ease his way under Ryan. 


The idea was to suck Ryan off, but Rio received a shot of 
cum to his cheek before he could wrap his lips around 
Ryan’s length. Knowing how much Ryan enjoyed seeing his 
men GHOST FROM THE PAST 


Carol Lynne 
53 


painted with his seed, Rio gave up trying to drink Ryan’s 
cum and let it splash over his face and neck. 


It didn’t take long after Ryan’s orgasm for Nate to cry out 
Ryan’s name. Afraid of being at the bottom of the dog pile, 


Rio squirmed his way out from under his partners. As soon 
as Rio was clear, Nate and Ryan collapsed to the mattress. 


Rio turned around, once again, to face his men. “Nap,” he 
mumbled. 


Nate and Ryan nodded their agreement and began lazily 
licking the cum from Rio’s face. 


As Rio began to drift off, he sighed with contentment. There 
would always be time tomorrow to discuss their relationship 
issues, 


x k OK x 


Tuesday came too soon for Rio. He’d thoroughly enjoyed his 
vacation, but it was time to get back to work. Walking into 
The Gym, Rio noticed Smitty talking to a group of men and 
women. “Newbies?” he asked Mario. 


“Yep.” Mario held up a small stack of papers. “Six new 
memberships since we opened this morning.” 


Rio whistled. “You think we should hire some part-time help 
for a few months?” 


“Wouldn't be a bad idea. We both know it'll die down, but 
with Smitty juggling shifts here with shifts at O’Brien’s, he’s 
already stretched pretty thin.” 


“Got anyone in mind?” Rio walked behind the bar and 
poured himself a tall glass of apple juice. 


“Yeah, but | don’t know if you’ll agree with me.” Rio took a 
big gulp of his juice. “Shoot.” 


“Remember that kid who came in a couple of months ago 
looking for work?” An image of a skinny kid of no more than 
twenty-two came to mind. At first Rio had thought she was a 
woman, but the pronounced Adam’s apple gave her true 
gender away. 


“You’re not serious?” 


“Yep. She’s been in twice since then, both times begging me 
to put in a good word for her. | just figured if we had 
someone who could run the juice bar and do the cleaning 
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laundry then the rest of us would have more time for 
clients,” Mario explained. “Besides, if Kit can’t find a place 
to call home in Cattle Valley what hope does she have?” 
Mario was right and Rio knew it. “Do you still have her 
application?” Rio asked. 


“Yep. So does that mean | can give Kit a call?” 


“Yeah, go ahead. Ask her to come in after lunch when things 
slow down.” Rio rinsed his glass and put it in the rack with 
the other dirty glasses. “I’m gonna see if Smitty needs any 
help.” 


Rio put the hiring situation out of his mind. He had work to 
do and a phone call to make. He’d promised Ryan and Nate 
he’d take care of the situation with Jack and he still hadn’t 
come up with a way to tell his ex-partner reconciliation 
wasn’t possible. 


Rio threw himself into helping the new clients get 
acquainted with the equipment. It seemed most of them 
were not only new to The Gym but also to town. Nate’s push 
for expansion had brought at least one hundred new people 
to Cattle Valley. 


“Kit’s here,” Mario announced. 


“Show her to the office.” Rio finished wiping down the 
weight bench before moving on to the row of exercise bikes. 
Most clients were thoughtful enough to clean up after 
themselves, but Rio liked to spray and wipe down regularly 
just in case. Besides, he needed a few more minutes to 
gather his thoughts. He’d left a message at the lodge’s front 
desk for Jack to meet him at the Grizzly Bar at seven. 


Mario was standing outside Rio’s office when Rio 
approached. “Something wrong?” Rio asked. 


“She’s nervous. | just want you to cut her a break, you 
know?” Rio’s head tilted to the side. “Why do you like this 
kid so much?” Mario shrugged. “Because | see what she 
thinks is well hidden.” 


“And what’s that?” 


“Fear. The need to belong somewhere. Isn’t that why we all 
moved to Cattle Valley in the first place?” 


Rio glanced towards the closed door. “lIl give him...” Rio 
shook his head. “Hera chance.” 


“Thanks.” Mario slapped Rio on the back. “I knew that a big 
heart beat underneath all those muscles.” 


“Flattery?” 
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Mario chuckled. “Whatever works.” 


Rio watched Mario head back towards the exercise room 
before opening the door. Kit sat in front of the desk with her 
legs crossed. Truly, if Rio hadn’t already known, he would 
never have guessed Kit had been born male. 


Kit stood and held out her hand. “Thank you for calling.” 


“You're welcome.” Rio shook Kit’s hand. “Please, have a 
seat. Did Mario explain what the job entails?” 


“Yes.” 


Rio glanced through Kit’s application. “It says here that your 
last job was as a... performer over six months ago. What 
have you done since leaving Lady Devine?” 


“I want you to know I only took that job to make money. | 
needed it for these,” Kit said, gesturing to her breasts. 


“I’m not judging you,” Rio stated. “I was just wondering if 
you've worked since.” Kit took a deep breath. “Just a few 
day jobs here and there. Once | knew | couldn’t stay in Little 
Rock, | started making my way here, working as | needed 
to.” 


“And you've been here almost three months? Have you 
worked since you got here?” Kit bit her bottom lip and shook 
her head. “It seems like the only jobs in town are for 
construction or technically-skilled people, and | can’t do 


either of those.” Rio set the application aside. “Well if you 
want the job it’s yours. | can’t pay a lot though, and I can’t 
promise long-term employment. See, people make 
resolutions at the beginning of the year, but they’re usually 
back to pop, candy bars and TV by March or April.” 


“| understand. And I don’t need much money. Matt Jeffries is 
a cousin on my mother’s side. He and the doctors have 
been nice enough to let me stay in the apartment over their 
garage.” 


Rio didn’t remember reading that in Kit’s application. “Why 
didn’t you put Matt down as a reference?” 


Kit went back to biting her lip. “Because | didn’t know him 
very well when | first applied. | wouldn’t have even known 
about Cattle Valley if | hadn’t heard my mom and aunt 
whispering about it in the kitchen when I went home for a 
rare visit.” Rio opened his desk drawer and pulled out 
several sheets of paper. “Take these home and fill them out. 
They’re just the usual, although there’s also a health 
insurance application. 
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You don’t have to take the insurance, but it’s available. The 
Gym pays half the premium. If you have any questions, you 
can ask Mario. He’s a lot better at explaining stuff.” Rio 
realised he’d forgotten one thing. “Oh, and you can start 
tomorrow if you want.” 


“Yes, I'd like that.” Kit stood and slung her purse over her 
shoulder. “Is there a specific way | should dress?” 


Rio shook his head. “Wear what you want as long as you 
know you can Clean in it.” Kit seemed relieved. “Thank you.” 


It suddenly dawned on Rio. “Did you think | was going to ask 
you to wear men’s clothing?” 


“A lot of places have,” Kit admitted. 


Rio rose and walked around the desk to stand in front of Kit. 
“I want you to be yourself here. | won't lie and tell you that 
everyone will be accepting of you, but | have a feeling 
you've already crossed that bridge a time or two.” 


“Or three or four.” Kit clutched the hiring papers to her 
chest. “I think I’m going to enjoy it here.” 


“I hope so.” Rio opened the door. “lIl see you in the 
morning. Eight o’clock?” 


“Eight is good,” Kit agreed. 


After Kit left, Rio went in search of Mario. He found his right- 
hand man instructing one of the new clients on the proper 
way to use the leg-press machine. Rio waited patiently while 
Mario finished. 


The more time he spent with Mario, the more he felt uneasy 
about the current situation at The Gym. Mario put his heart 
and soul into his job. There were days when Rio thought 
Mario loved The Gym more than he did. 


Mario stepped away from the client after a few more words 
of encouragement. “You need something?” 


“Yeah. | just wanted to thank you for pushing me beyond my 
comfort zone. | think hiring Kit was a good move.” 


Mario smiled. “I’m glad you decided to give her a chance, 
boss.” 


“Me, too.” He gestured towards the door. “I’m going to leave 
early. | have an appointment later, and | want to stop and 
talk to Nate first. Can you handle things here?” 


“Sure.” 
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It was further proof that Rio needed to do something about 
Mario. “Thanks. l'Il see you in the morning.” 


x OK OK x 


The drive up the mountain to the lodge gave Rio time to get 
his emotions under control. 


The talk with Nate about bringing Mario in as a partner 
hadn’t gone as well as he’d hoped. In the end, Nate had 
asked if they could discuss it later, and Rio had reluctantly 
agreed. He still didn’t understand what Nate’s problem was, 
but Rio was sure to find out. 


Rio pulled in to the parking lot and cut off the engine. The 
conversation with Jack would be brutal, but Rio was glad 
he’d insisted on meeting in a public place. It wasn’t that he 
didn’t trust himself to be alone with Jack but why risk it? 


Upon entering The Grizzly Bar, Rio spotted Jack in one of the 
comfortable seating arrangements next to the fireplace. Rio 


wiped his sweaty hands on his jeans before making his way 
across the bar. “Hey.” 


Jack stood. “I’m glad you came.” He held out his arms, 
obviously hoping for a hug. 


Rio took a deep breath before accepting the gesture. After a 
brief hug, Rio sought the safety of his chair. His stomach 
began to churn as he watched the hurt expression on Jack’s 
face. Despite everything, Rio still held love for the man. 


“I take it you’ve made your decision,” Jack said. 
“Yeah.” 


Richie appeared at Rio’s side. “What can I get you?” What 
Rio wanted and what he should order were two entirely 
different things. “Just a coffee.” 


“I'll have to make a fresh pot, so it'll be a few minutes,” 
Richie answered. 


“That’s fine.” Rio waited for Richie to walk off before 
returning his attention to Jack. “I know this isn’t what you 
wanted to hear, but I’m happy with my life the way it is.” 


“I didn’t come all this way to be turned down.” 
“Sorry,” Rio mumbled. 


Jack stared at Rio for several uncomfortable moments. “You 
know | only did what | did to protect you, right?” 


“Sure,” Rio answered. “But | need you to know I’m still 
pretty pissed about it.” GHOST FROM THE PAST 
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“Is that why you’re turning me down?” 


“No. Even if you’d told me the truth at the time, | still 
wouldn’t give up my family for you.” The shock of seeing 
Jack had screwed him up for a few days, but he’d quickly 
realised Jack was part of his past, not his future. 


“And this has nothing to do with that little talk | had the 
other night with Ryan?” Jack asked. 


Confused, Rio shook his head. “I didn’t even know you 
talked to Ryan.” Why wouldn’t Ryan have told him? “What 
did he say?” 


“Nothing important.” 


“It must’ve been something or you wouldn’t have brought it 
up,” Rio argued. 


“Just that he wasn’t giving you up.” 


Although Jack didn’t say anything else, Rio knew there was 
more to the conversation by the uneasy way Jack had asked 
the question. Rio sighed. Jack was once again keeping 
something from him. Irritated, Rio stood. “Anyway, | wish 
you luck in your retirement. Since there’s no longer any 
reason for you to stay, | reckon you should be getting back 
to Spain.” Jack laughed. “You don’t really think I’m just going 
to give up, do you?” Rio leant his hands on the table and 
stared into Jack’s eyes. “The answer was, is, and always will 
be, no. The longer you try, the more l'Il resent you. So do us 
both a favour and move on with your life.” 


Richie walked up to the table with a steaming cup of coffee. 
“Are you leaving?” 


“Yeah,” Rio answered. “Will you put that in a to-go cup for 
me?” 


“Sure thing.” 


Rio straightened before holding his hand out towards Jack. 
“Let’s part as friends.” The muscles in Jack’s jaw twitched as 
he stared at Rio’s hand. “Ryan’s really brainwashed you 
against me, hasn’t he?” 


Rio’s open hand clenched into a fist before slamming 
against the table. “You’ve pushed too far, Jack. Forget the 
friend request. Erase me from your memory, because | don’t 
care to ever see or speak to you again.” 


Rio walked off without a backwards glance. He stopped by 
the bar and handed Richie a few dollars. “Thanks,” he said, 
picking up the coffee. 


“Everything okay?” Richie asked. 


“Will be as soon as he gets his ass out of Cattle Valley.” 
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“Friend?” 

Rio shook his head. “Not anymore.” 


By the time Rio reached his truck, his hands were shaking. 
He carefully set the hot coffee in his cup holder before he 
ended up spilling it all over himself. “Damn him!” Rio wished 
Chet had never contacted him in the first place to set up the 
meeting with Ghost. At least when he’d thought his old lover 


was dead, he’d been free to remember him fondly and with 
a great deal of love. Now all Rio felt was bitterness. He 
considered asking Ryan about the talk he’d had with Jack 
but pushed that idea aside almost immediately. It no longer 
mattered. Nothing concerning Jack should matter, but there 
was something niggling at the back of his mind. Something 
he wasn’t remembering about their time in the jungle. He 
wondered if it had anything to do with Ryan and Jack’s 
mystery conversation. 


After starting the truck, Rio pulled out of the parking lot 
towards home. With any luck he’d arrive in time to eat 
dinner with his men. Maybe he’d even get up the nerve to 
ask Ryan about the meeting he’d had with Jack a few nights 
earlier. 


Rio was halfway down the hill before he remembered what 
day it was. “Shit.” 


x k OK x 


Instead of joining their friends at the long table, Nate 
suggested he and Ryan grab a booth for themselves. Taco 
Tuesdays were normally used to catch up on the latest 
gossip, but he had more important things on his mind. “Has 
Rio called you yet?” 


“No.” Ryan took a sip of his beer. He reached across the 
table and threaded his fingers through Nate’s. “Don’t worry. 
Rio’s got his head on straight.” 


“You're damn right | do,” Rio said, sliding into the booth next 
to Nate. He leant over and gave Nate a quick kiss. “Have 
you ordered yet?” Nate could tell by Rio’s hurried speech 
that something was wrong. “Are you okay?” 


“Yep. And as far as I’m concerned we can forget about Jack 
and get on with our lives.” Rio bent over the table to get a 
kiss from Ryan, who met him halfway. 


Nate exchanged glances with Ryan. It was nice to know he 
wasn’t the only one feeling like something was off with Rio. 
The big question was, did Nate dare push Rio for more 
answers? 
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“It doesn’t look as if we’re going to get waited on anytime 
soon,” Rio said, drumming his fingers on the table. 


“We've only been here a few minutes,” Nate answered. It 
was Tuesday, one of O’Brien’s busiest days. “Why don’t you 
go up and give them our order?” he asked Rio. 


Rio nodded and slid out of the booth. “The usual?” 
“Just five tacos today,” Nate answered. 


“Order the usual, and l'Il take up Nate’s slack,” Ryan told 
Rio. 


Nate watched Rio walk towards the bar. “What the hell is 
wrong with him?” Ryan kept his eyes on Rio. “I don’t know, 
but I’m sure as hell going to find out once we get home.” 


Rio was back with three beers. “Moby’ll bring the tacos over 
when they’re ready.” Nate took a sip of his beer. He was 
beginning to wonder if their little argument earlier in the 


day was the cause of Rio’s mood. “Do you feel like 
continuing our conversation about Mario?” 


Rio shrugged. “That’s up to you. You know where | stand.” 
“What’s this all about?” Ryan asked. 


“Rio wants to make Mario his partner in The Gym instead of 
me,” Nate supplied. 


“What? | never said anything of the kind,” Rio argued. “I told 
you | wanted to make Mario a partner. There was nothing 
said about him replacing you. Although come to think of it, | 
don’t know why you’d object. | mean it’s not like you give a 
rat’s ass about The Gym anymore.” 


Shocked, Nate’s jaw dropped. “What the hell do you mean 
by that? Do you think just because | don’t hang out there all 
day | don’t care?” Rio rubbed a spot on the table. “You don’t 
hang out there at all. As a matter of fact, | can’t remember 
the last time you came in or even asked about the place.” 


“Well excuse me for having other things on my mind. I’m 
not running a single business. 


I’m trying to run a whole goddamn town!” Nate was furious. 
When would Rio give him an ounce of credit for the amount 
of work running Cattle Valley required? 


Nate caught sight of Moby standing a couple of feet from 
the table with wide eyes and a tray of food. Nate clamped 
his mouth shut and took his fists off the table. 


“Sorry about that,” Ryan apologised to Moby. 
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“No need,” Moby said. He set a platter of tacos in the centre 
of the table and handed each of them a plate. “Just give me 
a holler if you need more.” 


“Let’s eat,” Ryan urged. 


From the expression on Ryan’s face, he’d had enough 
arguing in public. The whole situation reminded Nate they 
still hadn’t taken the time to talk about their relationship 
issues in detail. Damn. What a fun way to spend the 
evening. 
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Chapter Six 


After an hour of discussion, Rio had almost reached his limit. 
Sure The Gym was owned by all three of them, but he was 
the only one who loved the place. Ryan’s answer to the 
problem had been to split the shares into fourths, but Rio 
didn’t like the idea. Right or wrong, he wanted control. He 
couldn’t explain it, but knowing it couldn’t be sold out from 
under him meant the world to Rio. 


“Fine, if you don’t like my idea, you give it a try,” Ryan said, 
throwing a couch pillow at Rio. 


Rio caught the pillow and tossed it to the floor. “The two of 
you get twenty-five percent, Mario gets sixteen and two 
thirds percent, and | keep my thirty-three point three 
percent.” 


Ryan rose off the couch before walking over to straddle Rio’s 
lap. With narrowed eyes, he stared at Rio. “What’s really 
going on here?” 


“| don’t know what you're talking about.” Rio’s hands 
remained firmly planted on the arms of the chair. 


“Oh, | think you do. Why is this so important to you? And 
don’t give me that bullshit about Mario. This is about you. 
Why?” Ryan asked. 


“Because | care more about it than either of you, okay? The 
two of you have these big important jobs now, and all I have 
is The Gym. | thought it would be something Nate and | 
could share, but that hasn’t happened. | just—I just want the 
final say in any decisions regarding The Gym.” 


“What kind of decisions? Like whether or not to buy new 
towels?” Nate asked. “By all means, buy all the towels you 
want.” 


Rio closed his eyes before taking several deep breaths. 
Screaming at Nate wasn’t the answer, they’d already proved 
that. “It’s not about fucking towels,” he ground out. “I need 
this for me. To know that no one can sell it out from under 
me. | tried to figure out a way to buy the two of you out, but 
realised that wasn’t the right thing to do. So | thought this 
would be a good compromise.” 
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“You think that by giving Mario part of our ownership, it'll 
keep us from selling The Gym out from under you?” Ryan 
rubbed his eyes. “If that’s the way you really feel, you can 
take back my interest in The Gym.” 


It was obvious by the way Ryan slid off Rio’s lap that he was 
beyond hurt. “Fuck!” Rio yelled, pulling at his own hair. His 
men asked for honesty, but got their feelings hurt when 
they were told the truth. “I don’t want your share of the 
business,” he tried to explain. “I just need to know my share 
is safe. That /’m safe.” Nate crossed the room and wrapped 
his arms around Ryan. He gave Ryan a soft kiss before 
looking at Rio. “I think the reason this is upsetting to me and 
Ryan is because we always considered The Gym a family 
business—our family’s. Bringing someone else in is hard 
enough to accept, but knowing you want to diminish mine 
and Ryan’s percentage hurts even more. It has nothing to 
do with the money or the business itself. It just feels like 
you're trying to break away from us.” 


Rio shook his head. “No. I’m just protecting myself in case | 
wake up one day and find the two of you have decided to go 
on without me.” Ryan was the first to move. He knelt in 
front of Rio before shaking his head. “I know this whole 
thing with Jack showing up again has you spooked, but there 
is no way in hell l'Il ever leave you. Question Jack and his 
motives all you want, but don’t paint us with the same 
brush.” 


Nate crawled into Rio’s lap. “How can three people who 
obviously love each other so much be so insecure?” Nate 
kissed Rio’s cheek. “Would this be a good time to talk about 
the other things that are bothering you?” 


With Nate’s ass nestled against his cock, Rio began to think 
of what else he’d like to do. 


“We can talk about it later.” He ran his hand down Nate’s 
back to grope his ass. 


“Nope. First we clear the air, then we fuck,” Ryan cut in. 


“Okay,” Nate agreed. He turned to look at Rio. “What else 
has been bothering you? | know my work schedule is getting 
to you, but at least that should slow down until | start 
getting deep into plans for Cattle Valley Days. What else?” 


“Laundry,” Rio said. 

“I thought you enjoyed doing laundry,” Nate said. 
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“Whether or not I enjoy it isn’t the problem. | used to do it 
because the two of you were so busy and | wanted to do 
something nice. You know, to help out. But now you’ve 
come to just expect it. No thanks, nothing. And it’s not just 
the laundry. It’s everything around here.” Nate and Ryan 
exchanged looks. “We do do that, don’t we?” Ryan stood. He 
leant over and kissed Rio. “I’m sorry.” He buried his face 
against Rio’s neck. “Would it help if we devised a chore 
schedule and stuck to it?” 


Rio used his free hand to play with Ryan’s hair. “We don’t 
really need a schedule. | just need the two of you to do what 
you can, when you can, and when you can’t, | need you to 
at least acknowledge that someone else has done it for you. 
| know the two of you have demanding jobs. And despite the 
way | act sometimes and the things | say, I’m proud of both 
of you.” 


“We have a lot to work on,” Nate said. “But I think the 
biggest thing is to remember what’s important to all of us.” 


“Fried chicken?” Rio asked, trying to lighten the mood. He 
was tired of always arguing with the men he loved. Now that 
he’d discovered what he really wanted with the rest of his 
life, he was anxious to get on with it. 


Ryan chuckled before biting Rio on the neck. “Is that our cue 
to stop talking and start fucking?” 


“We don’t have to stop talking, but I’d rather not heap on a 
lot of serious stuff at one time. Maybe it’s better to take 
problems as they come up.” Rio squeezed Nate’s ass. “It’s 
late. 


Let’s go to bed.” 


Standing, Ryan held out his hand. He hauled Nate off Rio’s 
lap. “Oh, | don’t work until noon tomorrow. | thought I’d see 
if | could borrow your truck to go into Sheridan to pick up 
some feed for the horses.” 


“Sure.” Rio winked at Ryan. “I can always take Nate’s 
convertible in to work.” 


“Over my dead body.” Nate punched Rio in the arm. 
“However, if you’re nice to me for the rest of the night, l'Il 
drive you to work.” 


Rio groaned when Ryan’s phone began to ring. He’d know 
that particular ringtone anywhere. “Emergency. You'd better 
get it.” 


Ryan pulled the phone out of his pocket. “Yeah,” he 
answered, crossing to the far end of the living room. 
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“What do you think that’s about?” Nate asked. He pushed 
the bottom of Rio’s shirt up high enough to uncover Rio’s 
nipples. 


“| don’t know, but from his expression, I’d say we’re on our 
own tonight.” Rio’s cock filled as Nate began sucking and 
playing with his pierced nipple. He reached down and 
unzipped Nate’s suit pants. The soft wool drifted to the floor 
as Rio picked Nate up. 


Nate wrapped his legs around Rio’s waist and held on. “We 
haven’t done this nearly enough lately.” 


“What? Fucked?” Rio asked, kneading Nate’s ass through his 
underwear. 


“No, spent time with just the two of us,” he whispered 
against Rio’s lips. 


“Accident on the mountain road. Brian’s up to his eyeballs 
with a domestic dispute in the new subdivision so | told him 
I'd take it,” Ryan announced. He stopped speaking when he 
noticed Nate’s state of undress. “Damn. You two aren’t 
wasting any time.” Rio shook his head. “We've already 
wasted too much.” He leant over and gave Ryan a deep 
kiss. “l'Il try to save some for you.” 


Ryan chuckled and slipped a hand down the back of Nate’s 
underwear. “Yeah, you do that.” 


x OK OK OX 


Naked, Nate stretched his arms over his head. “I thought 
you Said you were going to save some for Ryan?” 


Rio released Nate’s cock and looked up at him. “I’m just 
keeping you awake. If | don’t | know you'll fall asleep after 
that last performance.” Nate grinned. There was nothing like 
getting fucked against the wall because Rio couldn’t wait to 
reach the bed. Nate loved that he could still turn Rio on that 
much. “I’m not the one who usually falls asleep right after.” 


Rio scraped his teeth across the head of Nate’s cock. “Okay, 
SO maybe you’re keeping me awake. Either way, we might 
as well enjoy ourselves.” A quick glance at the clock and 
Nate winced. “It’s almost twelve-thirty.” Rio slid his finger 
down the crease of Nate’s ass to slip into his hole. “Stop 
watching the clock and focus on my finger.” 
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“It’s not your finger I’m interested in right now,” Nate 
answered back. “You think you can get that old cock of 
yours hard again?” 


Rio removed his finger and rose to his knees. “It would help 
if you’d give it a little jump start.” 


Nate reached out and tickled the crown of Rio’s half-hard 
cock. “Just plug it in and see how we do.” 


“You're so romantic,” Rio drawled. 


Nate handed Rio the bottle of lube. “I’m headed ona 
downward spiral towards Slumber Land, so unless you’d 
rather not do anything, I’d suggest you put romance aside 
for the moment.” 


With a perturbed growl, Rio opened the lube. He dripped a 
few drops onto his cock before closing the bottle and tossing 
it onto the bed. “I’m only trying to keep my promise to 
Ryan,” he grumbled. 


Nate grinned as Rio’s length pushed deep with one thrust. 
“Uh huh.” He opened his arms and drew Rio down against 
him. “I love you.” Rio began dotting Nate’s face and neck 
with soft, open-mouthed kisses. “Love you, too.” 


For the last several days, Nate had gone back and forth with 
himself on whether or not to tell Rio what Ryan had confided 
in him. Ryan hadn’t told Nate not to say anything, but Nate 
also knew it was a source of embarrassment for Ryan. 


Nate tilted his head to the side, allowing Rio to suck on his 
neck. The rhythm of Rio’s fucking was slow, giving Nate the 
perfect opportunity to talk to Rio. “I found out the reason 
behind some of Ryan’s tattoos,” he confided. 


Rio’s hips stopped thrusting. He released his hold on Nate’s 
neck before rising up on his elbows. “How?” 


“He told me.” Nate could see the flash of hurt in Rio’s big, 
dark eyes. “When he worried that you would leave us, he 
told me the story of his tattoos. | don’t think it’s a secret 
that he’s been in love with you for a lot longer than the two 
of you have been together.” 


“Yeah?” Rio’s hips started to move. 


“I guess seeing you with Ghost hurt him so much he needed 
to find an outlet, something else to focus on besides how 
much he wanted you. Did you know there were five tattoos 
on his body that spoke of his love for you?” GHOST FROM 
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“I know the one above his cock is for me, but he got that 
one after we were together,” Rio answered. 


“Yep, but you know the one on his forearm that looks like 
that fancy heart with the tail that comes down and looks like 
a cross?” 


“Yeah?” 


“That means love, life and loyalty. Even before you two got 
together, he’d promised himself to you.” 


As Nate watched, Rio’s eyes filled with tears. “Why didn’t he 
ever tell me that?” 


“He was ashamed of the way he’d coveted another man’s 
partner.” Nate wrapped his legs higher around Rio’s torso, 
allowing his lover to go even deeper inside him. 


“So why are you telling me?” Rio asked. 


“Because | don’t believe he ever would. And I think you 
need to know just how deep his love runs.” 


Instead of continuing to fuck Nate, Rio collapsed on top of 
him. “I really screwed things up by going to Spain, didn’t |?” 


“No.” Nate kissed the side of Rio’s head. “We both 
understand why you needed to go. 


It hasn’t been easy on us, but we both know it’s been worse 
for you.” Rio’s softening cock slipped from Nate’s hole. He 
rolled over and stared at the ceiling. 


“I’ve done a lot of thinking lately about my life with Gho— 
Jack. | loved him. | don’t doubt that, but I think there was 
something more to it. Jack came into my life at a time when 
| hated the world. My mother was dead, my father was an 
asshole and | had no one in my life who gave a shit whether 
| lived or died. Jack gave me a place to belong. He gave me 
a sense of stability that | needed at that point in my life.” 
Rio turned his head and gazed at Nate. “I was young. What 
can | say?” 


“News flash, babe, you still crave that sense of stability. It’s 
who you are. There’s nothing wrong with that. And despite 

what you think, I’m glad you had someone like Jack to give 

you what you needed.” 


Rio rolled to his side. He tucked one arm under his head and 
pulled Nate closer with the other. “How did | get so lucky? 
Anyone would kill to have either you or Ryan, but | have 
both.” 


Nate melted. He snuggled against Rio’s chest, sex forgotten. 
“We're the lucky ones.” GHOST FROM THE PAST 
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x OK OK OX 


By the time Ryan dragged himself out of bed, Rio and Nate 
were already gone. The accident had taken longer than he’d 
expected and he hadn’t got home until well after three. 


He’d crawled under the covers without waking either man. It 
was enough to know he had them both for the long haul. 
There would be plenty of time for sex. 


After a quick shower, Ryan dressed in jeans and an old 
flannel shirt. There was a note on the kitchen table from Rio, 
telling Ryan he’d already fed and watered the horses before 
turning them out into the pasture. 


Ryan took one look at the dark black liquid in the coffee pot 
and decided to wait and grab a cup in Sheridan. If he got a 
move on, he might even have time to stop at Nellie’s 
Kitchen for a big stack of pancakes. 


Rio had been thoughtful enough to pull his truck into the 
garage so Ryan wouldn’t have to scrape the windshield, just 
one more reason why he was crazy about the man. He 
shoved his wallet into his back pocket before shrugging into 
his coat. 


Before he could get to the truck, his phone rang. Ryan 
unclipped it from his belt before opening the door. “Hey,” he 
answered, knowing it was Nate by the ring tone. 


“Morning,” Nate greeted. “Would you do me a favour and 
put that load of towels in the dryer?” 


Ryan reached overhead and pushed the remote garage door 
opener. It was nice to see Nate had taken Rio’s concerns 
about housework to heart. “I will when I get home. I’m just 
getting ready to pull out of the garage.” 


The truck in reverse, Ryan slowly pulled out into yet another 
snow shower. “I thought it was supposed to warm up.” 


Nate chuckled. “Yeah, that’s what they said a couple days 
ago, but now they’re calling for at least eight inches.” 


Ryan stopped to make sure the garage door closed all the 
way. The last thing they needed was varmints in the garage. 
“Figures.” 


The back window exploded in a hail of shattered glass, 
throwing Ryan forward against the steering wheel. “Fuck!” 
he managed to get out as he dropped the phone. Another 
Shot clipped his shoulder. 
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Ryan reached up and opened the garage door. “Call for 
help! I’ve been shot,” he screamed. His gut told him to just 
ram the door with the truck, but his brain prevailed, 
knowing it would only leave him exposed to the shooter. 


The second he thought the cab would clear the bottom of 
the door, he threw the truck in drive. A million scenarios 
raced through Ryan’s mind as he waited for the door to 
close. The blood running down the front of his shirt and the 
burning sensation of the wounds on his neck and shoulder 
told him he was seriously injured. If he moved, he was 
definitely in danger of bleeding to death, but if he sat where 
he was there was a chance the shooter would come after 
him again. 


He stared down at the phone on the floorboard of the 
passenger side. Nate’s voice. 


Although he could hear it, he couldn’t understand what his 
partner was screaming about. 


“Helicopter,” Ryan said as loud as he could. 


An ambulance might reach him faster, but a helicopter 
could get him to Sheridan quicker. Ryan managed to release 
his seatbelt. He slumped sideways on the bench seat and 
prayed Nate would be able to hear him. 


“The shots came from behind. High-powered rifle.” Ryan 
tried to press the collar of his coat against the neck wound 
to help stop the bleeding. “Neck wound superficial but 
bleeding profusely. I’m afraid to move my head to check the 
shoulder.” Ryan blinked as spots began to dance in front of 
his eyes. He knew he was going into shock when his teeth 
began to chatter despite the warmth of the heated garage. 
“I love you,” he said as loudly as he could. “Tell Rio he didn’t 
need to worry about me getting hurt on the job after all.” 


“Ryan!” Nate’s screams drifted from the phone. 


Although he fought to remain alert, Ryan’s eyes grew 
heavier with each breath. “Need to sleep,” he mumbled 


before his eyes closed. 
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Chapter Seven 


When Rio walked into work, he was greeted by an 
unwelcome sight. Jack and Mario appeared to be in heavy 
conversation in the exercise room. “What’s going on?” he 
asked Kit. 


Kit stopped scrubbing the bar and glanced up. “His name’s 
Jack Trenton. He just joined a few minutes ago.” 


“The hell he has. Rip up his paperwork,” Rio said, before 
heading towards the exercise room. Without waiting for a 
break in the conversation, Rio stepped between Mario and 
Jack. 


“What do you think you’re doing?” 


Jack’s eyebrows rose. “I’ve been looking at houses in town, 
so | thought I’d check out your gym.” 


“You're not staying in Cattle Valley,” Rio warned. 


Mario cleared his throat. “Excuse me. | think Kit needs my 
help.” 


“I’m not planning to cause trouble.” 


“The hell you aren’t. You own houses all over the world. Why 
here? Why now?” Jack ran a hand over the back of his neck. 
“You're still the closest thing | have to family. 


You might not want me as a lover, but | guess I’d hoped 
you'd still be my friend.” Rio stared down at Jack. Being a 
good liar had been part of Jack’s job for over twenty years. 
For once, he wished he could read the truth in the depths of 


those dark green eyes. “I can’t have you here. It would be 
hard enough for me to see you around town, but I’m not 
sure how Ryan would handle it. We’ve made a home for 
ourselves in this town. I’m asking you to please move on.” 


“And why should making Ryan uncomfortable be a concern 
of mine?” Jack asked. 


It wasn’t the question that shocked Rio. It was the cold way 
Jack delivered it. Where did the man I used to love go? 
Could he have changed so much in the last ten years? Rio 
took a step back. “Go home, Jack. | don’t want you here.” 


“You can’t make me leave town. I’ve done nothing wrong,” 
Jack tried to argue. 


“I think you’ve forgotten where you are. | sleep with the 
town mayor and the sheriff. 


Between the three of us, we could make your life 
miserable.” 


“Are you threatening me?” Jack asked. 
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“Absolutely not. Think of it as a friendly warning.” Rio didn’t 
give Jack a chance to say anything else. He spun on his 
heels and walked towards his office. Kit and Mario stood at 
the juice bar with wide eyes. “Make sure he gets his money 
back before showing him out.” 


x OK OK x 


Mario set the sack of food on Rio’s desk. “The deep fryer is 
on the fritz, so Deb put an extra burger in the bag for you.” 


“Damn, | love that woman.” Rio reached into the sack and 
pulled out a sandwich. He’d just taken his first bite when his 
cell phone rang. He glanced at the display. “Hey, Carol,” he 
answered around a mouthful of food. 


“Ryan’s been shot!” Carol panted. “He’s at home and we’ve 
got a helicopter on the way.” 


Rio spat his food onto the desk. “Where’s Nate?” 


“They were on the phone with each other when it happened. 
Nate won’t hang up even though he hasn’t heard anything 
from Ryan in several minutes. He just keeps staring into 
space.” 


“Don’t let him drive. l'Il be out front in two minutes. Have 
Ethan help you get Nate down the steps.” Rio hung up the 
phone as he rushed out of his office. 


“What’s wrong?” Mario yelled after him. 


“Ryan’s been shot,” he answered, just before running out of 
the building. He made it to the parking lot before he realised 
he hadn’t driven that morning. “Fuck!” Rio span around and 
raced back inside. “Give me your keys.” 


Mario tossed them across the reception area. “Are you okay 
to drive?” 


“I’m gonna have to be,” Rio answered. 


Mario said something to Kit before grabbing the keys out of 
Rio’s hand. “lIl drive.” Rio didn’t have time to argue. He led 


the way towards Mario’s beaten-up truck. “We have to stop 
by City Hall.” 


“Yeah, | heard.” Mario peeled out of the parking lot and 
floored it. With the new-fallen snow, the truck span around 
in a complete circle before Mario got it under control. 
“Sorry.” 


“Just get there.” Rio tapped his hand on the dashboard. 
“What the hell are the road crews waiting for?” he bitched. 
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“They’ve ploughed. | think it’s coming down too hard for 
them to keep up.” Mario came to a stop in front of City Hall. 


Rio jumped out of the truck and helped Nate down the last 
few steps. “Thanks,” he told Ethan and Carol. 


Nate was paler than Rio had ever seen him. He held up the 
phone. “He won't talk to me anymore.” 


“Come on, babe, let’s go.” Rio urged Nate into the truck. 
“Call us,” Carol said. 


Rio nodded as he swung the door shut. He reached over 
Nate and buckled his seatbelt. 


“Have you heard any sirens?” 


“I hear a loud noise in the background. | think someone’s 
banging on the garage door.” Rio pulled out his phone and 
called the station. 


“Cattle Valley Sheriff's Department,” Pam answered. 


“It’s Rio. | need you to tell whoever’s at my house to break 
the fucking door down. | don’t care if they have to ram it 
with their cruiser.” 


“Got it. The helicopter’s still three minutes out,” Pam 
informed him. 


“Good. We’re headed that way now.” Rio hung up the phone 
and shoved it back in his pocket. He wrapped an arm around 
Nate and pulled him as close as the seatbelt would allow. 
“Put it on speaker, babe.” 


It took Nate several seconds to do as Rio asked. He looked 
up with tears in his eyes. 


“He shot him.” 


“Who?” Rio asked. He wondered if Ryan had relayed the 
information before he passed out. 


“High powered rifle, shot from behind in the neck and 
shoulder. Who does that sound like?” 


Rio struck his fist against the dashboard hard enough to 
send the ashtray off its track and onto the floor. “l'Il fucking 
kill him.” 


A loud crash came through the speaker, quickly followed by 
voices. Rio was able to pick out George’s deep voice. “Ryan? 
Someone get that door the rest of the way off! The whole 
garage is filled with exhaust fumes.” 
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Rio held his breath. What if Ryan had succumbed to the 
poisoned air before help could arrive? He glanced down at 
Nate. It was obvious Nate was worried about the same 
thing. 


“Help’s there now,” he said, squeezing Nate’s arm. 


The truck slid while rounding a corner, throwing Nate 
against Rio. 


“Shit. Sorry about that,” Mario said. 


This far out in the country, the roads hadn’t been touched 
by a plough. Rio was grateful Mario’s cooler head was in 
charge of navigating the narrow stretch of road to the 
house. 


When he heard George yelling for Jakob in a frantic voice, 
Rio took the phone from Nate’s hand and turned it off. 


“What the fuck?” Nate snapped. 


“We'll be there in another minute. Let’s wait and see for 
ourselves how he’s doing.” The last thing Rio wanted was 
for Nate to slip further away than he already had. 


Mario pulled onto the long, winding drive and parked as 
close as he could get without blocking in the emergency 
vehicles. Rio opened his door before holding a hand out to 
Nate. 


The helicopter’s blades were still turning, making a 
deafening thwapping noise. 


After helping Nate from the truck, Rio glanced back at Mario. 
“You coming?” Mario shook his head. “lIl stay out of the 
way. l'Il be here when you need a ride to the hospital.” 


Rio grabbed Nate’s hand and ran through the calf-deep 
snow. Pete, one of the deputies, stepped in their way and 
held up a hand. “They’re working on him.” 


“Is he...?” Nate started. 


“He’s alive.” Pete reached out and squeezed Nate’s 
shoulder. “They’re trying to stabilise his blood pressure so 
they can transport him.” 


“And the shooter?” Rio asked. 


Pete shook his head. “No sign of him. Brian and the new 
guy, Jessup, are up on the hill looking for clues.” 


“I want to see him,” Nate said, pushing his way past Pete. 


Pete started to go after Nate, but Rio stopped him. “He 
won't get in the way. He just needs to make sure Ryan’s 
alive.” 


“Do you know who did this?” Pete asked. 


Rio knew exactly who was responsible for Ryan’s condition, 
but he also knew Jack would never allow himself to be 
caught. If Rio had any hope of making Jack pay for his 
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crime, he needed to go after him himself. “I have an idea, 
but | don’t want to say anything until | talk to Ryan.” 


“Well Ryan isn’t doing much talking at the moment, so why 
don’t you tell me who you think did it.” 


Pete was just doing his job, Rio knew that, but Jack wasn’t 
your average shooter. The man had made a career of 
Slipping in and out of highly patrolled areas. “Is knowing 
who did it worth your life?” Rio asked. 


“What're you saying?” 


“I know you’re good at your job, but the man responsible for 
this is a highly trained killer.” Rio’s gaze went to the garage 
where they were working on the man he loved. 


“Believe me, Ryan would agree with me. Leave this to us.” 
Pete sighed. “lIl leave it for now, but the second Ryan’s 
alert and willing to talk, call me. And don’t do anything 
stupid like go after the guy alone. If he’s as dangerous as 
you claim, it would be better if you at least had police 
backup.” Rio didn’t take the time to argue with Pete. 
Although he had no plans of involving the deputies, he 
nodded his head. “I hear ya.” 


“Rio!” Nate called. 


Rio veered around Pete before joining Nate in the back 
corner of the garage. He was pleased to see Ryan’s eyes 
open. “Have you talked to him?” Nate wrapped an arm 
around Rio. “I told him we were here, but he couldn’t answer 
with the mask and stuff on. They’re getting ready to 
transport him.” When the team of emergency technicians 
began to wheel Ryan out of the garage, Rio grabbed Nate’s 
hand and followed them. “Hang on.” The technicians 
stopped and lowered the stretcher. With the snow on the 
ground, they would have to carry Ryan to the waiting 
helicopter. Rio and Nate took hold of the right side of the 
stretcher. Gazing down at the man he loved, covered in 


blood, Rio’s anger almost got the better of him. “Stay 
strong,” he told Ryan. “We love you, and we need you to 
make it through this.” 


Ryan nodded. Although he had on an oxygen mask, Ryan 
whispered, “I love you.” With the help of the two 
technicians, they quickly loaded Ryan onto the helicopter. 


“Can you fit one more?” 
“One in front with the pilot.” 
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Rio turned to Nate. “Ride with them. l'Il have Mario drive me 
into Sheridan.” Nate grabbed the front of Rio’s shirt. “Come 
straight to the hospital. There will be time to deal with Jack.” 


Rio pulled Nate in for a quick kiss. “Go.” 


Nate hopped into the front passenger seat. As the helicopter 
lifted off the ground, Rio watched the two men he loved 
most fly away from him. He turned around and came face to 
face with Cattle Valley’s newest deputy. 


“Pete told me what you said, and if you’re planning to go 
after this guy, | want to help,” Jessup informed Rio. 


Rio didn’t Know much about Al Jessup, but the man looked 
like he could take care of himself in a fight. However, it took 
more than brawn to best the man they would be after. 


“Let me talk to Ryan before we decide anything. Right now 
all | care about is getting to Sheridan.” 


Jessup took off his coat despite the freezing temperature. 
“There’s one more thing.” He unbuttoned his shirt cuff 
before rolling up his sleeve. The Mark of the Damned, as 
mercenaries called it, was inked into his forearm. 


Rio pushed up his own sleeve, showing Jessup an identical 
tattoo of the Angel of Death. 


It was enough to bond the two men on the spot. “Let me 
talk to Ryan.” Jessup nodded and stepped back. 


Rio ran towards Mario’s truck. Jumping in, he fastened his 
seatbelt. “Thanks for this.” 


“Glad to help. | called Kit and told her to call Smitty to see if 
he could go in to work,” Mario said, turning the truck 
around. 


“If Smitty’s scheduled to work at O’Brien’s just have Kit 
close up for the day,” Rio said absently. His mind was still on 
Jessup. Did Ryan know Jessup’s past? 


“How is he?” Mario asked, interrupting Rio’s thoughts. 


“Stable when they lifted off. He’ll need surgery to clean up 
the shoulder wound. | didn’t get a look at the neck wound.” 
Rio tapped his head against the window. There were too 
many things to think about, and he’d never been good at 
multitasking. 


“How’s Nate?” 


“Better. | think he just needed to see with his own eyes that 
Ryan was alive.” 


“I saw you put him into the helicopter. Just thought I’d make 
sure he hadn’t taken a turn for the worse.” 
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“| appreciate that,” Rio mumbled, his mind still a million 
miles away. Did Jack think to get Rio back by killing off Nate 
and Ryan? It didn’t make sense. Jack had always prided 
himself on staying in control of a situation. Had his ex- 
partner really changed so much in the last ten years? It 
made Rio wonder if he’d ever really known Jack at all. 


x k OK OX 


By the time Ryan was out of surgery, the hospital waiting 
room was full of friends. Rio sat with his arm around Nate, 
who still looked too pale, but at least he was calm enough to 
Sleep. 


They had just finished speaking to the surgeon, who had 
told them Ryan would pull through with only minimal 
permanent damage. His shoulder had been fractured by the 
passing bullet, but the surgical team had been able to screw 
and plate it. According to the surgeon, Ryan would need at 
least three to four months to recover, and his range of 
movement might never be what it was. 


Rio didn’t give a shit whether or not Ryan had full range of 
motion as long as his partner was alive. The neck wound 
would leave an inch-wide scar, but the surgeon thought it 
best to leave the graze open instead of trying to pull it 
together to stitch. 


Sean O’Brien walked into the waiting room carrying a large 
box. “How is he?” 


“In recovery,” Rio informed his friend. 


Sean gestured to the package in his hand. “I brought some 
fried chicken and rolls. 


Thought maybe you all could use something to eat.” Rio 
held up his hand. “Appreciate it, but food doesn’t even 
sound good to me right now.” 


Sean gave Rio a narrow-eyed stare. “How many times have 
you thrown up today?” Rio glanced down at a still-sleeping 
Nate. “Twice, but I’ve got nothing left to throw up.” 


Sean set the box on a table before reaching inside. He 
pulled out a bottle of liquid antacid and two homemade 
rolls. “Here, and don’t argue.” He set the items in Rio’s lap 
before picking up the full cup of coffee someone had bought 
for Rio. “And no more coffee. 


Drink water if you’re thirsty.” 


Rio looked down at his lap. “What’re you, my mom now?” 
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“Nope. I’m a friend. One who doesn’t mind telling you that 
you’re on the path to destruction if you don’t start taking 
better care of yourself.” Despite the situation, Rio couldn’t 
help but smile at Sean. “I bet you’re a real nag at home.” 


Sean chuckled. “I only nag people | care about.” Rio reached 
out and brushed the back of Sean’s hand. “Thanks.” 


“You're welcome.” Sean turned to the group of around ten 
people. “Plenty of chicken and rolls if anyone’s hungry. Just 
Save enough for Rio and Nate once they feel up to 
something to eat.” Sean looked at Rio once again. “I need to 
head back to the pub, but call me if you need anything 
else.” 


“I will. Thanks for bringing the food all the way here.” 


“No problem.” Sean gave Rio one last encouraging smile 
before walking out of the waiting room. 


The other friends in the room didn’t make a move for the 
aromatic box of chicken. “Go ahead,” he said. “No sense in 
letting it go to waste.” Ezra was the first to give in to 
temptation. Wyn was right behind him, scolding his partner 
to take only one piece of the greasy chicken. Rio grinned. He 
knew one piece would only be a light snack for someone of 
Ezra’s size. 


With Ryan out of danger, Rio’s thoughts turned to Jack. “Can 
| borrow that jacket?” he asked Trick. 


“Sure.” The singer handed the balled-up winter coat to Rio. 


Rio carefully pulled away from Nate and rested his partner’s 
head on the jacket. “I’m going outside to make a phone 
call.” 


“lII tell Nate if he wakes up,” Trick said. 


Despite the freezing temperatures and blowing snow, Rio 
walked out of the automatic doors and found a sheltered 
corner beside the entrance. 


“Tall Pines Ski Lodge. David speaking.” 


“Hi, David, it’s Rio. Can you tell me whether or not Jackson 
Trenton has checked out?” 


“He’s in the Grizzly. Would you like me to put you through to 
the bar?” David asked. 


“Sure, that’d be great.” Why would Jack continue to hang 
around? 


“Grizzly Bar,” Richie answered. 
“Hey, Rich, it’s Rio.” 
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“How's Ryan?” 


“He’s holding his own. Listen, is Jack Trenton there?” Richie 
snorted. “Yeah, but I’d advise against trying to talk to him. 
Not only is he drunker than a skunk, but he’s meaner than a 
mongoose after a snake.” Rio traced the mortar between 
the bricks with his finger. “How long ago did he come in?” 


“Since we opened at nine this morning.” 
“That’s not possible.” 


“Sorry, but unless he slipped out while | was on lunch, he’s 
been here the whole time.” Rio’s mind was reeling. It wasn’t 
possible for Jack to be in two places at once. “Do mea 
favour and keep an eye on him until | can get there.” 


“You coming now?” 


“No. l'Il wait until Ryan wakes from his surgery, but l'Il be in 
before you close.” 


“Well, he’s looking like he’s about to pass out, so there 
Shouldn’t be any trouble.” 


“Thanks.” Rio turned off his phone before shoving it back 
into his pocket. He hadn’t called Richie on it, but the Grizzly 
Bar manager had been known to take long lunches with his 
partner, Chad. It was possible Jack had slipped out and back 
in before Richie and Chad were finished fucking in their 
suite of rooms in the lodge. 


He was still standing in the cold when Nate found him. 


“Ryan’s awake. They’re moving him to a room.” Nate 
crossed his arms over his chest. 


“It’s cold out here. Come on back inside.” 


“Yeah.” Rio walked to the sliding doors and kicked some of 
the snow from his athletic shoes. There would be time to 
deal with Jack. With Ryan finally awake, Rio hoped he could 
get his partner alone long enough to find out exactly what 
had happened. 


“Can we go on up?” He asked Nate. 


“The nurse said to give them ten minutes to get him 
settled.” Nate brushed the snow from Rio’s hair. “Why don’t 
you have a coat on?” 


“Because | ran out of The Gym without grabbing it,” he 
explained. 


Nate wrapped his arms around Rio. “I can’t have you getting 
sick on me.” Rio returned the gesture and kissed the top of 


Nate’s head. “Don’t worry. l'Il be fine.” He stood with Nate in 
his arms for the next ten minutes. Rio wasn’t sure if he was 
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Nate up or if it was the other way around, but he found he 
wasn’t able to let go. The thought of either of his men 
getting hurt because of him gutted Rio to the core. 


“Let’s go see him,” Nate said, his face still pressed against 
Rio’s shoulder. 


“Yeah.” 


x k kK x 


Still groggy, Ryan smiled up at his men. It was the third time 
he’d awoken to such a beautiful sight. The sun shining 
through the window let him know he’d survived the night. 


Hopefully he’d be able to talk without drooling this time. 
“Hey.” A sharp stab of pain shot up his right side. He gritted 
his teeth against the pain, hoping his men wouldn’t notice. 
The last thing he wanted was to have to hit the button for a 
dose of morphine. There were too many things to deal with. 


Nate was the first to reach out to him. A soft hand landed on 
Ryan’s forehead, quickly followed by a kiss. “I don’t like to 
see you in pain. It scares me.” 


“Yeah. Scares me, too,” Ryan agreed. His thumb hovered 
over the morphine button for a second. He took a calming 
breath and released his grip. 


“Push it,” Nate urged. 


Ryan shook his head. His gaze went over Nate’s shoulder to 
Rio. There was something in Rio’s stance that didn’t seem 
right. “You okay?” 


“I’m not the one who was shot,” Rio replied. “Now push that 
damn button if you’re hurting.” 


Rio was a smart man. “I’m fine. Just give me a minute. 
There are things | need to say,” Ryan said through the pain. 


Ryan hadn’t a doubt his partner had figured out who'd 
pulled the trigger. It was the number one topic he wanted to 
discuss. “Did they catch him?” 


“No, but | Know where he is,” Rio answered. His gaze skirted 
to Nate. “We can talk about it later.” 


Groggy or not, Ryan knew Nate wouldn’t stand for secrets. 
“We should talk about it now.” 
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Rio stepped closer to the bed. “According to Richie, Jack’s 
been at the Grizzly Bar all day getting wasted. Richie called 
a few minutes ago. He and Ezra carried Jack up to his room 
and put him to bed.” 


Ryan pointed towards the cup of water. “Drink?” 


Nate picked up the plastic glass and held the straw to 
Ryan’s lips. “Just a sip or two.” Ryan pulled in enough 


moisture to wet his mouth. “Send Jessup to the lodge to 
keep an eye on him.” 


Rio shook his head. “You know Jack. He won’t hesitate to use 
whatever force is necessary if confronted.” 


“Jessup can handle it. | hired him for a reason.” Another pain 
shot through his shoulder and up his neck. “But I just want 
Jack watched for now.” 


“So you're aware of Jessup’s past?” Rio asked. Rio’s gaze 
went from Ryan to the morphine pump. 


“He doesn’t want anyone to know what he was. That’s the 
only reason | didn’t tell you. 


But since you seem to know, I’d guess he told you.” 
“No, but he showed me his tattoo,” Rio explained. 


“What the hell are the two of you talking about?” Nate 
asked. 


Ryan met Rio’s gaze. Outing a fellow mercenary wasn’t 
done, but Nate’s knowledge of Jessup’s past might save his 
life if Jack decided to finish the job he’d started. “All high- 
level mercenaries are tattooed. The government requires it. 
We're all instructed to ignore a dead man with the Angel of 
Death tattooed on his forearm.” 


“Why?” Nate asked. 


“Because only those with ties to no one are allowed top- 
level security clearance. The tattoo means the man is 
technically a ghost with no past and no future.” 


“Like Jack?” Nate asked. 


“Jack was the first. Just one of the reasons he was given the 
nickname,” Rio answered. 


“The tattoo is called The Mark of the Damned because once 
you get it, you’re already considered dead in the eyes of the 
United States government.” Nate traced the Angel of Death 
on Ryan’s forearm. “Why didn’t | know this?” 


“Because for me and Rio, it no longer has meaning, but 
some aren’t as lucky,” Ryan explained. 


“Like Jessup?” Nate asked. 
GHOST FROM THE PAST 
Carol Lynne 

81 


“He’s trying to find his way back to the land of the living. He 
contacted me about six months ago when he escaped from 
a Chilean prison.” Ryan had hated keeping the secret from 
Rio and Nate, but evidently the word was already out that 
two of their own had managed to find a new life in Cattle 
Valley. Ryan understood how important it was to gain 
Jessup’s trust. It was the only reason he hadn’t divulged the 
identity of one of Cattle Valley’s newest residents. 


“You know, someday, when things get back to normal, we 
need to sit down and talk about you and Rio’s past, because 
you just keep springing shit on me,” Nate said with 
conviction. 


Rio wrapped his arms around Nate from behind and kissed 
his neck. “If it’s that important to you, we will. It’s just part 
of our past we don’t like to dwell on.” Ryan yawned, still 


feeling the effects of the anaesthesia. The action drew a cry 
of pain. 


“Dammit,” Nate spat, and walked around the bed. He lifted 
the morphine fob and pushed the button. “You have this 
thing for a reason. Use it!” There was something about Nate 
in momma bear mode that warmed Ryan’s heart. 


“Why don’t you take Nate home?” he asked Rio. 


“I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to sit here and push this 
fucking button every time | see you wince.” Nate glanced 
over his shoulder at Rio. “Why don’t you go do what | know 
you want to do?” 


Rio shuffled from foot to foot. 


“It’s okay. | understand. You know if our positions were 
reversed I’d want to nail that sonofabitch to the wall, too. Go 
see what you can find out, but make sure you take Jessup 
with you.” 


Rio stepped around Nate to reach Ryan’s bedside. He bent 
down and brushed a soft, tender kiss across his lips. “I’m 
sorry this happened.” If Ryan could’ve moved, he would’ve 
grabbed Rio by the shoulders and shaken him. 


“This is in no way your fault. You hear me?” 
“Yeah,” Rio mumbled. 


“Now kiss me again, only give me a real kiss this time,” 
Ryan ordered, his eyelids beginning to droop. 


Rio’s tongue swept the interior of Ryan’s mouth several 
times before he pulled back. “I love you.” 
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“Il love you, too. Please be careful.” Ryan lifted his head 
enough to whisper in Rio’s ear. 


“The guns are in the strongbox in the attic.” 


Rio nodded. “lIl be back later tonight. Try to get Nate to eat 
something.” 


“I will.” Ryan watched as Rio gave Nate an equally deep kiss 
before walking out of the room. He prayed Jack still loved 
Rio enough not to hurt him. 


It was almost eleven in the morning when Rio reached the 
lodge. He walked down a maze of corridors until he spotted 
Jessup. “Morning.” He handed the deputy a cup of fresh 
coffee. 


“Thanks.” 


Although Jessup had been on watch all night, he looked 
Surprisingly alert. “Any movement from inside?” Rio asked. 


“Not a thing. | talked with the guy at the front desk and the 
windows don’t open enough for him to crawl out, so | reckon 
he’s still in there.” Rio checked the P38 Walther hidden 
beneath his jacket. “I’m going in. No matter what happens, 
don’t let him get away.” 


Jessup took one last sip of his coffee before setting it on one 
of the small tables that lined the hall. He pulled his own 
9mm M11 out of its harness. “All set.” Rio produced the key 


card given to him by Chad. It had taken little convincing 
once he had informed the lodge manager that Jack was the 
main suspect in Ryan’s shooting. Rio pressed his ear against 
the door and heard no movement from inside. He prayed 
Jack hadn’t roused enough during the night to engage the 
deadbolt. 


A quick swipe of the card and Rio was inside the darkened 
room. He remained stock still until his eyes adjusted to the 
darkness. A lump in the centre of the bed drew his 
attention. 


Before he could move, the barrel of a gun pressed against 
Rio’s temple. 


“Don’t fucking breathe,” Jack said in the darkness. 


Rio swallowed. Unlike most people, Jack wouldn’t hesitate to 
blow Rio’s head off if he believed he was a threat. 


The overhead light turned on and Jack made a sound deep 
in his throat before pulling the gun away. “What the fuck? | 
could’ve killed you.” He tossed the Sig Sauer onto the bed. 


The move surprised Rio. “I need to talk to you.” GHOST 
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“Knocking would’ve been a safer move,” Jack said. He 
walked towards the window. 


“After our conversation yesterday morning, I’m surprised to 
see you here.” 


“Really? Because | could say the same to you. You’re 
Slipping, Jack.” Jack span around. “What the hell are you 
talking about?” Rio eased his way towards the bed where 
Jack’s gun lay. “Are you honestly gonna stand there and tell 
me you didn’t try to kill Ryan yesterday?” Jack’s gaze flitted 
to the bed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. | was 
here all day.” 


Before Jack could react, Rio grabbed the Sig and pointed it 
at his ex-partner. “Two shots from a distance. One in the 
shoulder and one in the neck.” 


“Wasn't me.” Jack eyed the gun in Rio’s hand. “I’m sorry for 
your loss though.” 


“No loss other than what little friendship the two of us had 
left.” Jack threw up his hands in apparent exasperation. 
“Well then, that should tell you right there it wasn’t me. 
Have you ever known me to miss a target?” Rio stared at 
Jack. He’d been so sure the shooter had been Jack he hadn't 
considered any other possibilities, but what Jack said was 
true. “Then who?” 


“How the hell should | know?” Jack turned his back on Rio 
and made his way to one of the chairs. “Just calm the fuck 
down and tell me what happened.” There was something in 
Jack’s easy manner that bothered Rio. Jack in combat mode 
was tense and on-point. The person sitting in front of him 
with one leg crossed over the other didn’t speak of a man 
with something to hide. Was it a trick? 


“Ryan was pulling out of the garage yesterday morning 
when two shots were fired from the hill across the street.” 
Something else that hadn’t dawned on Rio popped into his 
head. “He was driving my pickup.” 


Jack rested his chin on his closed hand. “Sounds to me like 
someone was out to kill you, not Ryan. Now why would | 
want to do that?” 


“| don’t know. Would you?” 
“What? Kill you? No.” 


“Then who would? | don’t have a single enemy in Cattle 
Valley, especially not one who’s ever fired a high powered 
Sniper rifle.” 


Jack seemed lost in thought for a moment before jumping to 
his feet. “lIl fucking kill him.” 
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“Who?” Rio asked. 

“Doesn't matter. l'Il take care of it.” 

“That’s bullshit! Give me a fucking name!” Rio demanded. 
“Chet.” 


“Chet? Why would he want to kill me? He’s the one who 
called to tell me you were alive for Christ’s sake.” 


Jack strode across the room, completely ignoring the gun 
still pointed at him. He opened the closet before pulling his 
suitcase off the top shelf. 


“What're you doing?” Rio asked. 


“What | told you I’d do, taking care of it. | can guarantee 
Chet is long gone by now. 


Probably sunning himself on a beach somewhere, waiting 
for me to call him.” Rio narrowed his eyes as Jack started 
packing. “Why would he be waiting for your call?” 


Jack sighed and stopped what he was doing. “Because we 
fuck. Chet told me he already informed you of that fact.” 


“Yeah, he did. Guess | didn’t realise it was more than that.” 


“It’s not.” Jack went back to packing. “He’s always had this 
fantasy that we’d retire and disappear together. | must’ve 
told him a million times it would never happen.” 


“Because of me,” Rio surmised. 
“Yeah,” Jack said, not meeting Rio’s gaze. 
“So if Chet believed all it would take was to get rid of me...” 


“Afraid so. He’s under the delusion that with you out of the 
picture l'II fall in love with him.” Jack disappeared into the 
bathroom. He came out carrying his dop kit. After zipping 
his suitcase, he ran a quick hand through his hair. “Mind if | 
get my gun back?” 


“What're you going to do?” Rio asked, taking the magazine 
out of the gun before passing them over. 


Jack stood just in front of Rio. “What I told you I’d do. I'll 
take care of the problem.” 


“How?” Rio had a sneaking suspicion he already knew. 


“Don’t worry about it. Tell Ryan there’s no sense in starting 
an investigation. By the time | find Chet, there will be 


nothing left to prosecute.” The civilised part of Rio wanted 
to tell Jack not to kill Chet, but the ex-mercenary side of him 
knew better. Chet was ex-ClA. He could ruin Rio and his men 
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he had a grudge against them. Looking over his shoulder for 
the rest of his life wasn’t something he wanted to deal with. 
“Don’t tell me any more.” Jack nodded. “Fair enough.” Jack 
moved towards the door. “Can | call you some time?” Rio 
weighed his thoughts carefully before answering. “As long 
as you know we'll never be more than friends.” 


Jack leant his forehead against the door. “Did you ever truly 
love me?” 


“With all my heart,” Rio said without hesitation. “And while | 
still carry a certain amount of affection and love for you, I’m 
no longer in love with you. I’ve grown as aman and as a 
person since we were together. Nate and Ryan are my 
present and my future.” 


“So you're saying that even if | hadn’t faked my death we 
wouldn’t be together now?” 


“No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. I’m sure we would’ve 
had issues along the way, but if we loved each other, we 
would’ve grown with each other. Don’t make the mistake of 
thinking my life with Nate and Ryan has been all candy and 
flowers because nothing could be further from the truth. But 
we love each other enough to fight through the difficult 
times.” Rio stepped forward and put a hand on Jack’s 
shoulder. “If you ever get the chance at love again, hang on 
to it, because nothing, and | mean nothing, is more 


important.” Jack nodded. “lIl call you once everything’s 
taken care of.” 


“I'd appreciate that.” He reached for the doorknob. “You'd 
better let me go first.” 


“Why? Because you’ve got some goon watching me?” Jack 
laughed. “You can’t seriously think he could’ve kept me here 
if I'd wanted to leave.” 


“Trust me. Jessup isn’t a goon. He’s one of us.” Jack’s 
eyebrows rose in surprise. “So it’s not my past you’re 
kicking out of town, it’s me.” 


“Too much has happened between us, and you know it. | 
have to think of my family, and they wouldn’t be 
comfortable with you here.” 


“And you?” Jack asked. 


Looking at Jack, Rio felt nothing but fondness, no love, no 
regrets. “Honestly?” 


“Of course.” 
“I think it would be harder for you than me.” 


Jack’s jaw clenched for several seconds before he spoke. “I 
think you’re right.” He shook his head. “You'll always be the 
man for me.” 


“Nah, you'll find someone. Just remember what | told you.” 
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Epilogue 


“Christ, would you stop whining and just do what I told you 
to do?” Rio grumbled. It had been over a month since 
Ryan’s surgery and the man insisted on babying his 
shoulder. 


Matt Jeffries had suggested some light hand exercises, but 
Ryan complained every time Rio mentioned them. 


Making sure Ryan’s shoulder fully recovered was the most 
important thing. In Ryan’s line of work, a significant 
decrease in range of motion could spell the end of his 
career. Rio had finally resorted to thinking outside the box. 


“You're really getting off on torturing me, aren’t you?” Ryan 
asked. 


Rio held Ryan’s hand around his cock. “Yep. Now squeeze, 
dammit.” Nate walked into the living room wearing nothing 
but an apron. “Seriously, guys, it’s Valentine’s Day. People in 
love should not fight on February fourteenth. Ever. He 
waved a wooden spoon. “It’s like an unspoken rule...” Nate 
cut himself off mid-rant. “What're you doing?” 


“Making Ryan do his exercises,” Rio answered innocently. 


Nate walked over to the sofa and stood in front of Ryan, the 
front of the apron already starting to rise. “Maybe it would 
be better to exercise both hands. We wouldn’t want your 
right arm to get stronger than your left.” 


For the first time all day, Ryan actually grinned. “I’m so glad 
the two of you are taking pleasure in my misery.” 


Nate bent over and kissed Ryan’s forehead. “I can’t speak 
for Rio’s motives, but I’m really just trying to help.” 


Rio reached out and smacked Nate’s bare ass. 


“Ow!” Nate cried. He tried to defend himself with his 
wooden weapon, but Rio grabbed Nate’s wrist and pulled 
him closer. 


Rio pushed the apron out of the way and took the head of 
Nate’s cock into his mouth. 


He ran his tongue over the smooth crown while Ryan’s grip 
on Rio’s cock tightened. Perfect. 


Evidently, Ryan needed the added motivation that Rio was 
more than happy to provide. 
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Nate dropped the spoon. “Damn.” He threaded his fingers 
through Rio’s hair and began a slow thrust in and out of his 
mouth. 


Rio’s gaze automatically went to the carpet. A light brown 
spot on the large white area rug drew his attention. He 
gripped Nate’s cock and pulled back. “You’re going to clean 
that up, right?” 


Nate glanced down at the floor. “It’s just gravy. It’ll come up, 
no problem.” Rio wanted to argue that it was no problem for 
Nate because he never bothered to clean up after himself, 
but he bit his tongue. It was Valentine’s Day. He should be 


grateful Nate hadn’t insisted on going out for dinner. The 
fact Nate had actually volunteered to cook was a huge step 
in the right direction. 


Rio gazed up at Nate’s face as he flicked his tongue over the 
man’s cockhead. It wasn’t just his men who needed to work 
on changing their behaviour. Rio also understood he needed 
to back off on occasion. For some reason he’d fallen into the 
role of housekeeper, a job he’d let come between him and 
his lovers. 


The grip on Rio’s cock disappeared, drawing his attention. 
“You were doing so well. 


Why'd you stop?” 


Ryan glanced down at his own erection. “Because my 
Shoulder hurts, and I’m grouchy, and | want some attention, 
too,” he whined. 


Rio grinned up at Nate. “Will dinner wait a few minutes?” 
Nate bent over and retrieved the spoon from the floor. “That 
depends. How do you feel about lumpy gravy?” 


Rio regarded Ryan’s pout before gazing back up at Nate. “l 
think it'll be worth it.” 


“Let me make sure everything’s turned off, and l'Il meet you 
upstairs.” Nate left the room with an extra swish in his step, 
his bare ass framed perfectly by the apron. 


Rio helped Ryan pull his sweats back up around his waist 
before holding out his hand. 


“Come on, Grumpy.” 


Ryan allowed Rio to help him to his feet. “Sorry. I’m just sick 
of this damn sling.” 


“I know.” Rio wrapped an arm around Ryan’s waist. At the 
stairs, he released his hold. 


“After you.” 


Ryan glanced over his shoulder with a grin. “You’re so 
transparent.” Rio looked up from Ryan’s ass to meet his 
eyes. “I was simply being a gentleman.” 


“Yeah, right.” 
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As Rio followed Ryan up, he couldn’t wipe the smile from his 
face. Ryan hadn't been the easiest patient to nurse, but Rio 
knew he’d miss doing for his man once he was back to work. 
It had been a nice change of pace to have both partners 
home with him every evening. 


And although he still hadn’t heard from Jack, Rio wasn’t 
worried about Chet showing up to finish the job he’d 
botched. He had no doubt Jack would continue to track Chet 
until he found him. Ryan had expressed a certain amount of 
guilt over Chet’s fate, but Rio had assured him Jack’s actions 
were his own. 


“Do you need one of your pills?” Rio asked when he noticed 
the pained expression on Ryan’s face. He rushed forward 
and helped Ryan remove his snap-front shirt. 


“Maybe just a couple of aspirin if you don’t mind.” Ryan sat 
on the side of the bed and wiped the sweat from his 
forehead. 


Before retrieving the pain relievers, Rio knelt at Ryan’s feet 
and took off his socks. 


Maybe he should’ve listened to Ryan earlier when he said he 
was hurting. Rio rested his hands on Ryan’s thighs and 
stared up at him. “It kills me to see you hurt. Why don’t | 
bring you one of the pain pills?” 


“You know what they do to me. l'Il be fine as long as you 
don’t make me squeeze your cock any more tonight.” The 
corner of Ryan’s lip lifted in a devilish grin. 


“Too much for you?” Rio stood and puffed out his chest. 
“I’ve heard that a time or two.” He returned Ryan’s grin. It 
was obvious Ryan was trying to make the best of the 
situation. Nate prided himself on being the King of 
Valentine’s Day. Of course, Nate prided himself on being the 
King of every day. 


“What? The two of you aren’t naked yet?” Nate asked, 
coming into the bedroom. 


Rio fitted his fingers under Ryan’s waistband and gave the 
sweats a tug. “Lift up, babe.” 


Ryan braced himself with his good arm and raised his hips 
enough for Rio to pull down his pants. 


“Ryan’s really hurting,” Rio told Nate over his shoulder. 


“I’m fine,” Ryan said. 


Nate stared at Ryan for several moments. “Liar.” He walked 
over and pulled a bottle of massage oil out of his dresser 
drawer. He held the bottle up, the bright red bow signifying 
its importance. “I was going to suggest the two of you roll 
me in this and fuck every hole you could find, but | guess 
Ryan needs it more.” 
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Ryan groaned and carefully lay back on the bed. “Should we 
get out the rubber sheets as well?” 


Nate shook the bottle before removing the cap. “Good idea 
for next year, but unfortunately, my mind wasn’t in Kinky 
Land this year.” With his arms crossed over his chest, Rio 
couldn’t help but smile. This was his life, one that he loved 
more than anything in the world. “You still want those 
aspirin?” Ryan’s eyes started to drift shut. “Yeah.” 


“Stand up, and l'Il get the bed ready,” Nate said. 


Rio could tell by the wince on Ryan’s face how much energy 
the move would expend. 


“I'll grab some towels to put under him, no big deal.” Ryan 
smiled up at Rio. “Nice knowing you have my back.” 


“I'd better have more than just your back,” Rio returned. 


Ryan puckered his lips before blowing Rio a kiss. “You know 
you do.” Nate dropped the blanket. “Just don’t yell at me if 
we ruin something,” he told Rio. 


“Nope. I’m done with that.” Rio crossed to the bathroom. He 
opened the medicine chest before shaking out three aspirin. 
After filling a glass with water, he returned to the bedroom. 


“Here you go.” 


Ryan managed to sit up enough to swallow the pain 
relievers. In the meantime, Rio grabbed three big towels out 
of the linen closet. 


It took a little doing, but eventually he and Nate had Ryan 
atop the towels on his stomach in the centre of the bed. Rio 
couldn’t resist running his hand across his partner’s firm 
ass. Forbidden fruit, he reminded himself. Since the 
shooting, Ryan hadn’t been able to indulge in anything but 
blowjobs or hand jobs. 


Rio held out his palm. “Give me a squirt of that.” Nate, who 
had already begun to dribble the massage oil onto Ryan’s 
back, filled Rio’s hand. 


“Geeze, | want to tickle his hole not deep fry him.” Nate 
turned around and presented his ass. “Go ahead and put the 
excess where | know it'll be needed.” 


Rio reached out and poured some of the oil from his palm 
down the crease of Nate’s ass. He took the time to slip his 
finger inside before retreating. “There you go, Mr. Thrifty. By 
the way, | like the lavender scent.” 
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Ryan grunted when Rio’s finger pushed between the cheeks 
of his ass to find the neglected hole. “You like that?” Rio 
asked with a chuckle. 


Although Ryan didn’t answer, he did adjust his position to 
give his hardening cock more room. “Yeah, | thought so,” 
Rio answered his own question. 


After rimming the hole with the pad of his fingers for several 
moments, Rio slipped a digit inside. He found Ryan’s 
prostate and brushed against it, finally getting the reaction 
he wanted. 


“Fuck!” Ryan wailed. 


Nate whimpered. “How come I’m doing all the work and the 
two of you are having all the fun?” 


Ryan rolled his head over to face Nate. “Stick that cock of 
yours in my mouth and forget the massage.” 


Rio glanced at Nate. It was obvious Ryan was in pain and 
needed the massage more than Nate needed a blowjob. 
“No, let’s do this. Nate, turn around, and l'Il finger you both 
while you help Ryan loosen up. Then once we both take care 
of Ryan, I'll take care of that ass of yours.” 


Nate smiled, obviously understanding the hidden message 
in Rio’s request. “Ooh, that sounds like a good plan.” He 
leant down and gave Ryan a deep kiss. “But don’t think I’m 
not keeping track. You’re going to owe me a lot of fucks by 
the time your shoulder heals completely.” 


Ryan chuckled. “l'Il fuck you day and night if that’s what you 
want.” Rio cleared his throat. 


“Oh, sorry.” Nate moved around so his ass was within Rio’s 
reach. “Get to work.” Rio didn’t waste time and plunged two 
fingers into Nate’s willing ass. He set a slow, steady rhythm 
in and out of each man as he watched Nate give Ryan one 
of his expert massages. 


Although the scar on Ryan’s shoulder was closed, it was still 
an angry red, but the doctor had assured them it would heal 
fine. The grazed scar on Ryan’s neck was sensitive to the 
touch, but actually looked much better than the one on his 
shoulder. Ryan was pissed that the scar ruined one of his 
favourite tattoos, but Rio was grateful the bullet had only 
grazed his partner. They all realised how much worse the 
situation would’ve been if Chet was a better shot. 


GHOST FROM THE PAST 
Carol Lynne 
91 


Ryan grunted again when Rio pushed a second finger inside. 
Ryan moved the hand from his good side underneath him. 
When Ryan’s arm started to move back and forth, Rio knew 
his man was close. 


Rio leant down and bit the cheek of Ryan’s ass. “Don’t 
waste all that cum on the towel. 


l'm sure Nate and | would love a taste.” He finished the 
sentence by pressing the pads of his fingers against Ryan’s 
prostate. 


“Oh, fuck,” Ryan ground out. His body jerked with the force 
of his climax as he buried his face against the mattress. 


“That’s it,” Rio encouraged. 


Ryan produced a cum-covered hand, and Rio and Nate took 
turns cleaning the thick, warm cum off. The taste of Ryan’s 
seed fuelled Rio’s lust even further. Suddenly getting into 
Nate’s ass was all he could think about. He removed his 
fingers from both men before scooting over to kneel behind 
Nate. 


Rio ran his hand over the slick skin of Ryan’s back and 
gathered more of the oil. For the first time since being 
downstairs, he allowed himself to stroke his cock. It wouldn’t 
take long. 


The last thirty minutes had been torture, but it was 
important that he show both men how much he loved them. 


With his cock leaking pre cum, Rio pressed the crown 
against Nate’s stretched hole. 


“Ready?” 


Nate answered by pushing backwards, impaling himself on 
Rio’s erection. “What do you think?” 


“I think you’re as horny as | am,” Rio replied. He gripped 
Nate’s narrow hips in his hands and began thrusting in and 
out of his ass. “Shit, yeah.” The squeeze of Nate’s body was 
perfect, sending bolts of pleasure from Rio’s cock to his 
ears. The hairs on the back of Rio’s neck prickled as his 
body prepared itself for climax. He tried to think of other 
things to prolong the coupling, but how could he hope to 
think of anything but the ass wrapped around his cock. 


Rio noticed Ryan’s gaze riveted on the point where Nate and 
Rio’s bodies joined. “Isn’t that a pretty sight?” 


Ryan glanced up at Rio and nodded. “Fucking beautiful, 
babe.” When Rio heard Nate call his name, he gave up 


trying to control himself. He ploughed in and out as fast and 
hard as he could, sending Nate face-first onto the mattress. 
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final push, Rio buried his cock as deep inside Nate as he 
could and let loose stream after stream of seed. 


He collapsed on top of Nate, who was locked to Ryan ina 
deep kiss. “My turn,” he growled. 


Nate pulled out of the kiss and turned his head around far 
enough to receive a sloppy kiss from Rio. Despite Ryan’s 
condition, Rio decided it was one of his favourite Valentine’s 
days ever. Not only did he have both his men at his side, but 
he knew in his heart he’d always have them watching his 
back. 


x OK OK OX 


Ryan took a sip of his beer and watched Rio finish off yet 
another taco. Where in the hell his partner put all that food 
was beyond him. Rio was currently picking up his sixth one 
and didn’t look to be slowing down at all. 


“Amazing, isn’t he?” Nate said, leaning against Ryan’s good 
side. 


“Not quite the word | was thinking of, but yeah, he is.” Ryan 
turned his head and planted a kiss on Nate’s temple. 


Since the ordeal with Jack and Chet, Ryan had felt closer to 
both men than he ever had before. It was one thing for a 
relationship to survive the pitfalls of everyday life, but to not 


only survive the return of a lost love, but come out even 
closer, said more than words could about the depth of their 
love for each other. 


As he looked around O’Brien’s, Ryan’s gaze landed on a tall, 
Native American around the age of forty. The width of the 
man’s upper body rivalled Rio’s, but it was the man’s eyes 
that held Ryan’s attention. Being Native American himself, 
Ryan had no doubt of the man’s ethnicity, but the light 
green eyes spoke of a mixed heritage. The heavy black 
leather jacket and helmet under his arm shocked Ryan more 
than anything. The weather outside was still nasty. He 
couldn’t believe anyone would voluntarily ride a motorcycle 
into Cattle Valley in February. 


“Hawk,” Rio said around another bite of food. 
“What?” Ryan asked, returning his attention to Rio. 


Rio swallowed and took a quick sip of beer. “That’s Hawk, 
Joey’s biological father. He’s been in town for a couple of 
days.” 
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“You’ve met him?” Ryan asked. 


Rio shrugged. “He came into The Gym yesterday and asked 
Kit if we allowed paid day passes. Said he didn’t know how 
long he’d be here and wanted to stay in shape while he was 
in town.” 


Ryan looked back at Hawk. If Hawk wasn’t planning on 
staying did that mean he hoped to gain custody of his son 
and leave? He glanced down at the sling he still wore. 


Hopefully Hawk wouldn’t cause trouble. 
“Ooh, he’s here,” Kit said, taking a chair next to Rio. 


Ryan glanced at Rio’s new sidekick. “I’d suggest you keep 
your distance. At least until we figure out why exactly he’s 
in town.” 


“You think he’s trouble?” Kit asked. 


Ryan didn’t miss the spark in Kit’s eyes. Obviously she had a 
thing for bad boys. That was too bad, because if Ryan had 
his way, Hawk wouldn’t be in town long. “I hope not,” he 
eventually answered. 
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